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The early childhood curriculum is too-often based on narrowed/ing 
conceptualizations of “literacy” and “language,” which negatively position nonacademic 
(read: nondominant) literacy and language practices and result in schools failing and 
further marginalizing working-class children and families across racial identifications. It 
is therefore pertinent to (re)conceptualize language and literacy by interrogating 
dominantly-positioned academic practices. Exploring early childhood teachers’ sense-
making and enactment of the curriculum elucidates how nonacademic practices are 
(under)valued in and through the mandated curriculum. With this aim, through a critical 
ethnographic case study, I engaged in observations of classroom interactions and teacher 





kindergarten teachers in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community. I found that the four teachers’ language ideologies had been constructed, 
understood, and developed from early childhood, through schooling experiences, and in 
teacher learning. These ideologies, while not always recognized, influenced how they 
were making sense of and enacting the curriculum. Their own childhood literacy 
experiences impacted approaches to teaching literacy; these White female teachers talked 
about what they had needed as students and how this influenced their approaches to 
teaching young children. Talk around students’ language and literacy practices illustrated 
a desire to prepare children for school and to support student success; although, this talk 
was underpinned with some deficit perspectives (pervasive in the mandated curriculum) 
concerning nonacademic language and literacy practices. The teachers were negotiating 
the mandated curriculum on a daily basis, as they strived to do what they deemed best for 
students, most of whom were being introduced to formal schooling in kindergarten. They 
were confident about what their students needed and sought greater trust in their own 
knowledge and capabilities as teachers, and they often discussed validating children’s 
language and literacy practices. Concurrently, teachers often talked about moving from or 
fixing children’s home practices, or modeling correct (academic) practices. Informed by 
the findings of this study, early childhood teachers can work to reconstruct definitions of 
language and literacy as we engage working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and 
sophisticated ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating (i.e., their 
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   Humility is an important virtue for a teacher, the quality of recognizing—
without any kind of suffering—our limits of knowledge concerning what we can 
and cannot do through education. Humility accepts the need we have to learn and 




   We should respect the expectations that students have and the knowledge 
students have. Our tendency as teachers is to start from the point at which we are 
and not from the point at which the students are. The teacher has to be free to say 
to students ‘You convinced me.’ Dialogue is not an empty instructional tactic, but 
a natural part of the process of knowing.  




Critical pedagogue Paulo Freire spoke these words in an interview the year that I 
was conceived, certainly decades earlier than I knew of him and recognized the 
importance of his work in transformative education. The following year, I was born into a 
family, community, and church that were founded on humility. Yet, the sense of humility 
instilled in me through schooling was less a progressive means for listening to younger 
generations or collectively transforming education; in many ways, it was part of a 
systemic means for marginalizing or assimilating working-class communities. Critical 
pedagogy—the practice of recognizing, disrupting, and transforming oppressive ways of 
being (Freire, 1970)—did not seem to be a central part of the curriculum where I received 
my first formal education (a public school within a predominantly-White working-class 




community). While my neighbors and I brought important linguistic and literacy 
resources as we entered schooling, the official curriculum appeared not to identify our 
language and literacy practices as valuable for learning; rather, these practices appeared 
to be positioned as a risk to our assimilation into mainstream American society. 
 
Background of the Study 
 
Coming to know Paulo Freire’s work has helped me to become critically meta-
aware of the conditions under which I was born and raised, from which I entered and 
continued through schooling, and through which I now take up the work of a White early 
childhood educator and teacher educator. His foundational work in critical pedagogy and 
critical literacy—“critical perception, interpretation, and re-writing what is read” (Freire, 
1985, p. 11)—has offered a new lens through which I can (re)read and (re)experience 
stories of teaching and learning in the predominantly-White working-class North 
Carolina mountain community that I call home. 
At the same time that Freire’s work lends me a critical (re)reading of my 
educational upbringing, Shirley Brice Heath’s (1983) ethnographic study—with one 
mainstream and two working-class communities in the piedmont region of the 
Carolinas—informs how teachers can locate and highlight working-class children’s 
linguistic and literate capabilities in this particular region of the Southeastern United 
States. Heath’s careful study of working-class children’s literacy and language practices 




assigning meaning and of communicating in and through the language and literacy 
curriculum. 
While Heath’s study took place in a different region of the Carolinas than the 
region I call home, and more centrally included the language and literacy practices of 
families and children of color, she documented similar stories to my own, concerning the 
ways that working-class communities come to view schooling. The way that I interpret 
Heath’s (1983, 2012) findings, school is viewed by these working-class communities as a 
way to be freed from a place. Yet, ultimately, this “upward” movement frees us from a 
people; it separates us from our communities. While I sincerely hope that education can 
afford each person opportunities for a fulfilling life, I find myself in misalignment with 
the goals of schooling to erase parts of people’s identity that supposedly get in the way of 
success (for a review of language ideology and erasure, see Dyson, 2015). Indeed, within 
an increasingly standardized/ing curriculum, successful has come to mean something that 
I find incredibly problematic, considering the various generational funds of knowledge 
(Moll et al., 1992) that working-class communities across racial identifications have and 
can leverage as educational resources. 
Through the narrow lens of what counts as “successful” in and through schooling, 
working-class communities’ funds of knowledge are viewed as deficits rather than assets. 
In turn, working-class children are given a message that their literacy and language 
practices—their ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating—are less 
than adequate (if these practices are recognized at all) as they enter formal schooling. 
Growing up in a predominantly-White working-class community, I have experienced 




serving as a way to free ourselves from places and people—from our homes and 
communities. It is not that I want to hold dearly to traditional views and resist progressive 
change, but I consistently question the power structures of schooling that ultimately 
marginalize working-class communities through the perpetuation of dominant notions 
about what it means to have language and to be literate. Moreover, rejecting the goal of 
schooling to assimilate American citizens and residents into systems of power based on 
presumed worth (Tyack, 1974), I seek to find ways that education can free us from 




 In this study, I am in alignment with the interdisciplinary move toward a cultural-
historical view of language and literacy, which mobilized in the 1970s and placed less 
emphasis on the cognitive aspects of language that construct White, monolingual 
mainstream American English speakers as dominant (Brodkey, 1986; Gutiérrez, Morales, 
& Martinez, 2009). Through this construct, educators began focusing more on the 
sociocultural influences in language and literacy learning, viewing children in 
marginalized communities as knowledgeable and capable language users and literate 
persons (for a concise review, see Gutiérrez, Morales, & Martinez, 2009). These authors 
describe a study by Cole and Scribner (1978), who conceptualized literacy practices as a 
way to understand “the socially mediated nature of literacy in situ and the role of 
sociocultural history in the development of literacies” (Gutiérrez et al., 2009, p. 214). 




and literacy practices, I draw on the work of García and Wei (2005) as I refer to language 
as a way of communicating, and to literacy as a way of making and assigning meaning. 
In this construct, languagers are agentive in their meaning-making as they draw from one 
linguistic repertoire and navigate varying sociocultural contexts. Informed by Freire 
(1983), I define agentive learning as learners leveraging their environments, interactions, 
and resources as they inquire and teach themselves about their world. 
As I discuss in more depth in Chapter 2, these definitions can broaden teachers’ 
ways of thinking about “language” and “literacy” and valuing language and literacy 
practices not currently centered in school or society at large—thus, encouraging teachers 
to see the linguistic and literate capabilities of working-class families whose language 
and literacy practices are otherwise viewed as nonacademic (i.e., as nondominant within 
an assimilationist context that normalizes and positions White, monolingual, mainstream 
American ways of having language and being literate as the standard). I use 
assimilationist throughout these chapters, to describe the longstanding aims of U.S. 
schooling to instill and maintain a dominant American culture in and through public 
education institutions (Tyack, 1974). 
Drawing on the existing literature, I use dominant to refer to the language and 
literacy practices that have historically been privileged in U.S. society (i.e., those of 
White, monolingual mainstream American English speakers—problematically positioned 
as “academic” or “school language”—Schleppegrell, 2004). And I sometimes use 
nondominant to refer to the language and literacy practices that have historically been 
marginalized—i.e., measured against a dominant norm and consequently othered, 




(Gutiérrez et al., 2009; The Rural and Appalachian Youth and Families Consortium, 
1996). In this study, nondominant is also conceived of as the category that 
socioeconomically- and linguistically-minoritized communities are positioned within, by 
a dominant norm. 
It is imperative to note that the terms dominant and nondominant are used to 
illuminate how working-class children’s and families’ language and literacy practices are 
viewed through a deficit lens, when these practices do not align with academic (i.e., 
dominant) practices expected in school and U.S. society at large. Deficit positioning in 
relation to these practices occurs within and across working-class communities and racial 
identifications, but is experienced in deeply racialized ways. My use of these terms aims 
not to ignore complex nuances of privilege and marginalization or to create a false 
binary; rather, use of these terms aims to keep a central focus on inequities related to the 
intersection of working-class status and nonacademic (read: nondominant) language and 
literacy practices. I recognize that my negligence to more deeply explore racial privilege 
has prevented me from presenting these complex nuances more fully, resulting in a 
significant limitation and important implications concerning where this work needs to be 
taken. This tension will be expanded upon in Limitations. 
In these chapters, I will refer to working-class communities as marginalized—
noting the sociopolitical influence of dominant norms through inequitable hegemonic 
policies (i.e., policies that maintain both racist and classist standardized learning and 
assessment materials) (Knoester & Au, 2017). And I will sparingly refer to nondominant 
language and literacy practices—emphasizing how Southern Appalachian working-class 




essentialized in popular media—e.g., the television show Beverly Hillbillies or the book 
The Hillbilly Bible (Cooke-Jackson & Hansen, 2008) and in society at large. At times, 
features of nondominant English dialects (Reaser et al., 2017) will be used to specify 
language practices, varying across families and racial identifications, that are used widely 
in the predominantly-White working-class community where this research took place.  
As I will be discussing language and literacy practices within a particular state-
designated community, I will also consistently refer to the predominantly-White working-
class North Carolina mountain community in which multiple and diverse dialects of 
English are spoken and children tend to be taken care of by families and neighbors before 
entering formal schooling in kindergarten. While it is important to note that this 
community is situated in a rural part of the North Carolina mountain region, I have 
chosen to highlight working-class rather than rural, to centrally position the agency of 
community members who might be viewed by outsiders as “poor,” “low SES,” or 
“backwards” when compared to people living in developed towns and cities. 
Crediting the collaborative and public nature of their research, I am borrowing 
MacQueen et al.’s (2001) definition of community: “a group of people with diverse 
characteristics who are linked by social ties, share common perspectives, and engage in 
joint action in geographical locations or settings” (p. 1929). Importantly, these authors 
found that while participants viewed “community” similarly, their experiences of 
community were influenced by their backgrounds (p. 1929). These nuanced experiences 
have been important to notice throughout the process of this study. Along this line, I 
define culture(s) in relation to community and place—as deeply-rooted yet changing and 




At times, I will speak of Southern Appalachian culture(s) to signify that we who 
reside in this place do not see ourselves as one place or one people—and while we may 
share similar values and practices, we hold distinct identities, backgrounds, and 
experiences. While my study takes place in a predominantly-White working-class North 
Carolina mountain community, I do not want to ignore or erase experiences of people of 
color who live in this community. Thus, while I refrain from using the term White 
working-class community, I acknowledge that I am presenting the experiences of mostly 
White children and highlighting the experiences of four White teachers. Moreover, while 
I draw from important studies in and with communities of color—as these studies 
carefully and critically interrogate hegemonic ideologies and mandated curricula—in this 
particular study I do not center the experiences of children and families of color.  
The geographical and sociocultural contexts of Southern Appalachia and 
Southern Appalachian communities will also be referred to often, though not as a way to 
suggest sameness in and across these communities. I instead seek to make evident the 
long-standing deficit and essentializing constructions of people living in this geographical 
location, concerning supposed “backwards” ways of communicating and assumed lack of 
literacy (Obermiller & Maloney, 2016) and to disrupt these constructions. Furthermore, 
this study took place in a public elementary school with four White female kindergarten 
teachers, and the language and literacy curriculum was chosen as the context for 
studying these teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy 
curriculum. I have chosen not to call it simply the “literacy curriculum,” as language and 




be literate in working-class contexts where families’ and communities’ practices do not 
align with those dominantly-positioned in school and society at large. 
For the purposes of this study, I draw from Vasquez (2014) to conceptualize 
curriculum as the complex interplay of teaching and learning materials and strategies, 
interactions between people, interactions between people and materials, and the layout of 
the physical environment and schedule; with and through all of these components, 
teachers are making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. Informed 
by Biesta, Priestly, and Robinson (2017), and using the curriculum as a context for 
understanding how assimilationist aims of schooling are taken up and resisted, I refer to 
teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum as an 
entry point into this context. Biesta, Priestly, and Robinson (2017) posit: 
teachers’ talk, that is, the vocabularies they utilize when they articulate 
their views about education and their values and visions about what 
education ought to be, provides an important ‘window’ on the here and 
now, that is, on the everyday situations in which teachers act. (p. 51) 
 
Furthermore, the mandated curriculum (i.e., official curriculum) and the negotiated 
curriculum (i.e., enacted curriculum) (Vasquez, 2014, p. 13) will both be referred to, in 
observation and analysis of four White female public school kindergarten teachers’ 
sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum, within a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. 
 
Coming to Understand the Assimilationist Aims of Schooling 
 
In my childhood schooling, I was not taught to look beyond the horizons of the 




seldom taught to question the world and our community’s place in the world. While 
schooling sought to assimilate us into dominant ways of being literate and having 
language, it simultaneously devalued and marginalized our working-class community’s 
language and literacy practices. I felt a constant tension, which I am increasingly more 
cognizant of, between who I was, who my family desired me to become, and who the 
official curriculum sought to shape me into. In countless ways, I celebrate my working-
class upbringing and the strong sense of humility that was instilled in me. But the 
steadfast acceptance of academic practices that assimilation equates with success—which 
I simultaneously recognize along with the systematic marginalization of linguistically-, 
racially-, and socioeconomically-marginalized communities—deeply concerns me as a 
racially-privileged White working-class female who seeks the power of education to free 
individuals’ minds rather than to marginalize or assimilate communities. 
While my family is generationally part of the White working class—namely 
farmers, housekeepers, caretakers, and handymen—the current generation of my family 
has attended college, achieved high honors, and entered careers in education and nursing. 
Though I argue that we are certainly not more “intelligent” or more “capable” than 
previous generations of our family—and there are likely not more opportunities for work 
(perhaps there are less opportunities in recent decades)—I have recognized through 
critically (re)reading my family’s schooling experiences that those of us who have 
become more “successful” have taken up academic language and literacy practices within 
and beyond school contexts. In order to meet assimilationist aims of schooling—which 
can be conceived of as permeating the mandated language and literacy curriculum and 




ways of having language and being literate (see Goodwin, Cheruvu, & Genishi, 2008)—
my siblings and I have changed our language and literacy practices and in doing so have 
left parts of ourselves in the past. 
The parts of us that we have left behind or aside, from an assimilationist 
perspective, are nothing to be missed. Indeed, linguistic hegemony underlying the 
increasingly standardized/ing language and literacy curriculum assumes that our old ways 
of communicating were incorrect and that our old ways of making and assigning meaning 
were improper. Wiley (1996) describes how this  
linguistic hegemony is achieved when dominant groups create a consensus 
by convincing others to accept their language norms and usage as standard 
or paradigmatic. Hegemony is ensured when they can convince those who 
fail to meet those standards to view their failure as being the result of the 
inadequacy of their own language. (p. 113) 
 
Indeed, I have several memories of realizing that I was not speaking correctly or not 
understanding an idea in the expected way at school, and I recall telling my mom that she 
had taught me another way at home. Nearly without question, I had started to take up the 
hegemonic ideology that positioned my family’s working-class literacy and language 
practices as wrong ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating. 
The further removed from my home and community that I have become through 
schooling, the less I feel the humility that Freire (1985) spoke of—“the humility to know 
with...to start from the point at which [people] are” (p. 15). Instead, despite my counter-
hegemonic efforts as a White graduate student, educator, and teacher educator, I still find 
myself speaking the same “language of schooling” (Schleppegrell, 2004), feeling a need 
to be evaluated and holding standardized/ing expectations for literate students (McKenna 




working-class families’ language and literacy practices. (Re)reading these experiences 
through a critical literacy lens, however, I more clearly see the deficit and essentializing 
lenses through which my predominantly-White working-class home community has for 
long been viewed, and I understand our early school experiences primarily as a way to fix 
us to fit into dominant linguistic and literate norms. Indeed, hegemonic ways of schooling 
prevail today (Orlowski, 2011); children from working-class communities are continually 
being asked to leave their linguistic and literate identities at the door as they enter the 
highest-positioned learning space of school, and their success increasingly depends upon 
this linguistic and literate conformity. 
 
Studying the Language and Literacy Curriculum 
Recognizing my early-learned humility as influenced by hegemonic ideology 
pervasive in and through schooling (Dyson, 2015; Larson & Marsh, 2014; Souto-
Manning, 2010), and repositioning this humility in a way conceptualized by Freire 
(1985)—to realize collective freedom through empathizing with and entering into a 
dialogue with working-class communities—I approach this study as an educator who is 
learning to negotiate the increasingly standardized/ing curricula which “student” 
identities are ultimately constructed by (Rubin & Kazanjian, 2011). My aim is to 
collaborate in the long-standing efforts of educators and researchers who believe schools 
can be a place to recognize, honor, and engage nondominant literacy and language 
practices (Dyson, 2015; García & Wei, 2005; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Jones, 
2006; Souto-Manning & Yoon, 2018)—rather than a place to homogenize student 





Highlighting Teachers’ Sense-making and Enactment of the Curriculum 
While my work to-date has focused primarily on recognizing the knowledge and 
resources that young children bring to school, and will continue to do so, I have become 
increasingly interested in the ways that teachers approach the language and literacy 
curriculum and how their language ideologies influence their work with young children 
(see Implications from Pilot Study in Chapter III). Moreover, in reviewing the literature, I 
have found a significant need for further research on teachers’ sense-making and 
enactment of the language and literacy curriculum, particularly in Southern Appalachian 
working-class communities (see Critical Literacy as Practice in the Language and 
Literacy Curriculum and Language and Literacy Research in and around Southern 
Appalachia in Chapter II). 
Considering how pervasive yet often unrecognized hegemonic ideology has 
become in the language and literacy curriculum—and how problematic assimilationist 
attempts are from a critical perspective—I have sought to learn from four White female 
public school kindergarten teachers (who teach in a predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community) as they make sense of and enact the language and 
literacy curriculum. I chose four teachers in order to be able to hear the nuanced stories 
within one school and one community. While a critical literacy lens has equipped me to 
(re)read the mandated curriculum (Vasquez, 2014), teachers’ sense-making and 
enactment of the curriculum has helped to highlight how four White female teachers 
(who grew up in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context and are teaching in a 




curriculum (Biesta, Priestly, & Robinson, 2017). Importantly, these teachers’ “subjective 
experiences provide access to a more objective understanding of unequal social structures 
and their effects on the lives of individual human beings” (Mohanty, 2018, para 2). 
Therefore, this ethnographic case study of how four White female public school 
kindergarten teachers are making sense of and enacting the language and literacy 
curriculum (in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community) has involved classroom observations, observations of teacher team meetings, 
interviews with four kindergarten teachers, and artifact collection. This study has focused 
on the four teachers’ experiences and reflections yet has recognized the complex social 
and cultural factors that influence how White teachers were negotiating the mandated 
curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class community. Moreover, artifact 
collection has included photos of classroom curriculum materials, student work samples, 
and community literacy resources, in order to situate the teachers’ enactment of 
curriculum within the complex context in which it occurs. 
An ethnographic case study alone would not have situated these teachers’ sense-
making and enactment of curriculum within the wider problem of inequitable 
assimilationist aims of schooling; therefore, I constructed this as a critical ethnographic 
approach to a case study, to “provide descriptive and interpretive accounts of how such 
inequities create certain lived experiences for a group of people” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 
117). Moreover, a critical ethnographic case study has enabled me to hone in on a 
particular mode of looking at how inequities in curriculum are constructed, reified, and 
resisted. As such, I constructed a case of four White female teachers’ sense-making and 




class North Carolina mountain community public school. Indeed, “cases are constructed, 
not found, as researchers make decisions about how to angle their vision on places 
overflowing with potential stories of human experience” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 2). 
In sum, this critical ethnographic case study has enabled me to look more closely at the 
inequities in the mandated curriculum—within a predominantly-White working-class 
community where families’ language and literacy practices are marginalized by the 
mandated curriculum—through four White public school kindergarten teachers’ sense-
making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum. 
 
Statement of the Problem 
 
 The early childhood curriculum is too-often based on narrowed/ing 
conceptualizations of “literacy” and “language,” which negatively position nonacademic 
literacy and language practices and result in schools failing and further marginalizing 
working-class children and families, across racial identifications and experienced in 
deeply racialized ways. When children in working-class and racially- and linguistically-
minoritized (Flores & Rosa, 2015) communities enter into formal schooling, they bring a 
repertoire of linguistic and literacy resources (Snell, 2013). However, a new and narrow 
kind of knowledge (for these children) is centered in the mandated curriculum and, as a 
result, these children’s language and literacy practices are viewed through a deficit lens; 
dominant norms of schooling encourage teachers to fix these nonacademic practices 
and/or negatively assess children when practices do not change to fit the dominant norm 




Because the language and literacy practices of many of the children in the 
research site (a public school in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community) look and sound different from the academic language and literacy 
practices expected in school, intervention strategies and pull-out programs are utilized to 
support their “readiness” and academic achievement: “Schools value those ways of using 
language that are characteristic of the professional, technical, and bureaucratic 
institutions of our society and...also typically de-value other forms and resources” 
(Schleppegrell, 2004, p. 3). Assimilationist aims of these programs discredit working-
class families’ language and literacy practices and often make invisible their ways of 
making and assigning meaning and of communicating. 
Researchers are drawing more attention to misalignments in the curriculum’s 
expectations for language and literacy practices and the practices that working-class and 
linguistically- and racially-minoritized children bring with them, gradually opening up 
dialogues that respond to inequities children are already noticing (Rogers, 2018; Souto-
Manning, 2009, 2010, 2016; Vasquez, 2014). As a White educator who is seeking to join 
efforts that highlight how schools negatively position working-class children’s language 
and literacy practices, I center my research in literacy and language in large part because 
teachers reify ideas and practices in and through our meaning-making and 
communicative practices (Fennimore, 2008; Rogers, 2018). There is a significant need 
for White early childhood educators, who teach in working-class communities, to 
interrogate and disrupt language ideologies and conceptualizations of literacy and 
language that position working-class ways of making and assigning meaning and of 




A compelling problem, as I have come to recognize it, is that people often 
conceptualize language as somehow precedent to literacy in the early years. Yet, the way 
that many early childhood educators have come to understand very young children, these 
young people make sense of a place and relationship as they attempt to communicate 
within a space and with a person (Comber & Simpson, 2001; Freire, 1970; Souto-
Manning & Yoon, 2018). For young children, “reading the word is not only preceded by 
reading the world, but also by a certain form of writing it or rewriting it” (Freire, 1985). 
Moreover, if teachers position language before or apart from literacy, we risk the 
(re)inception and (re)enactment of hegemonic ways of making and assigning meaning 
and of communicating, which we have not attempted to make sense of by asking 
ourselves how these ideologies influence our thought, language, and action (Fennimore, 
2008; Shor, 1999). An avoidance of meaning-making reifies inequitable power relations 
in schools and society, privileging some through dominant conceptualizations of 
language and literacy, which are determined by and primarily for the benefit of White, 
monolingual mainstream American English speakers and seek “assimilation into 
hegemonic Whiteness” (Flores, 2016). Narrowed/ing definitions of language and literacy 
maintain inequitable power relations in and through schooling, and working-class 
children who use nonacademic language and literacy practices—across racial 
identifications—are far too-often failed by schools and society due to these pervasive 







The problem I have identified is intimately personal for me. My situated vantage 
point for viewing this national and global problem, as a White woman who grew up in a 
predominantly-White working-class community and used a nondominant Southern 
Appalachian dialect during my childhood, importantly informs the ways I wish to 
approach and respond to the problem through a critical ethnographic case study that is 
contextualized within a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community. Though I “successfully” navigated assimilationist aims through the existing 
language and literacy curriculum, by taking up dominant ways of being literate and 
having language, I have deep regrets for what I have lost along the way. 
Educators could certainly entertain an assimilationist counterargument, that 
children from working-class and linguistically- and racially-minoritized communities 
need to learn to make and assign meaning in more efficient ways and to communicate in 
more “appropriate” ways at school (Flores & Rosa, 2015). But I argue, informed by my 
own lived experiences growing up in a predominantly-White working-class community, 
that a hegemonic system of assimilation through schooling changes family and 
community practices in fundamental ways. I feel a great sense of loss when I attempt to 
connect with family and community members. Not only are my language practices 
different, but coincidentally my ways of reading the world and being in the world have 
changed (Norton & Toohey, 2011). I question consistently whether my assimilation into 
dominant ways of having language and being literate have been worth the sacrifice of 
intimate connections with family and community. Indeed, I fit neither here—an Ivy 




am asked to make and assign meaning and to communicate, nor there—back home in the 
warmly welcoming yet concernedly sheltering Blue Ridge Mountains. Feeling both an 
insider/outsider in each place (Merriam et al., 2001) and a sense of impostor syndrome in 
the world of academia (McConnell, 2012; Ryan & Sackrey, 1984), I often contemplate 
ways that societies and schools might be reimagined so that no person feels they need to 
hide, to give up, or to relent parts of their identity. Anzaldúa’s (1987) Borderlands 
inspires this sentiment of being completely neither here nor there—always navigating 
some in between space and feeling the confusion/frustration that accompanies this 
straddling of social spaces. Further, knowing that my European ancestors have created 
and maintained these geographical, cultural, and identity borders leaves a deep seated 
pain and an ever-strengthening desire to push against these boundaries. 
I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge how significantly this study is 
impacted by my identity as an aunt of several White Southern Appalachian children. In 
the past few years I have been witnessing my nephew (who lives in the same community 
in which I grew up and attends the same school) enter into each grade—every year being 
labeled as “hyperactive,” “low,” “behind,” and “at risk” of failing. Each year, teachers 
have expressed concern that he is not ready to move onto the next grade, and each 
summer my sister and her husband have negotiated with teachers, promising that my 
nephew will receive appropriate services. 
I am saddened, though admittedly not surprised, that a child so brilliant and 
competent is negatively positioned through a deficit lens when he does not meet the 
dominant standards associated with the language of schooling (Schleppegrell, 2004). 




include: utilizing an advanced vocabulary when describing past experiences, organizing 
and “reading” procedural information when helping his dad complete work tasks at “the 
shop” or in his home, assessing what he has learned from past conversations through 
“reckoning” what the conversation meant to him, making wise inferences when read 
chapter books about characters with complex identities and relationships, and taking on 
differing perspectives when playing video games and helping his little sister or a 
newcomer win), the school setting is seeking specific ways of making and assigning 
meaning and of communicating. Indeed, “schooling is primarily a linguistic process, and 
language serves as an often unconscious means of evaluating and differentiating 
students” (Schleppegrell, 2004, p. 2). My nephew is one of countless White working-
class children whose home language and literacy practices misalign with what is expected 
in school and whose student identities are too-often negatively labeled in and through 
assimilationist aims of schooling. These labels not only construct learning experiences 
but also the teaching practices that educators continue to engage in (Fennimore, 2016), 
and this leads me to introduce the purpose of this research. 
 
Statement of the Purpose and Research Questions 
 
Through this study, I have sought to learn how four White public school 
kindergarten teachers (who are many of the children’s first formal teachers in this 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community) make sense of 
and enact the language and literacy curriculum. The study brings voices of these four 




ideologies that inform their approaches to the language and literacy curriculum with 
working-class children. In this way, I have sought to understand how academic practices 
are conceptualized and how working-class communities’ nonacademic literacy and 
language practices are viewed and responded to in Southern Appalachia in particular. 
Indeed, “patterns used by mainstream groups in a region are often referred to as the 
“correct” use of English, but that notion of correctness is based on social acceptability, 
not linguistic value” (Reaser et al., 2017, p. 6). When teachers are unaware of or 
unconcerned with underlying ideologies influencing our views of “correct” language and 
literacy practices in schools, we marginalize nonacademic (i.e., nondominant) practices 
and consequently communicate to working-class communities that their ways of 
communicating and of making and assigning meaning are insufficient or wrong. 
As Reaser et al. (2017) posit, “the key to attitudinal change lies in developing a 
genuine respect for the integrity of the diverse varieties of English” (p. 13), which in 
Southern Appalachia are significantly more diverse within and across working-class 
communities than much of the literature conveys. It is important for teachers (who have 
and have not grown up in Southern Appalachia) to engage in ongoing study and 
conversation concerning diverse Southern Appalachian languages, dialects and accents: 
“Knowledge about dialects can reduce misconceptions about language in general and the 
accompanying negative attitudes about some dialects” (p. 26). These negative attitudes 
may be unrecognized by teachers, influenced by underlying hegemonic ideologies 
sustained through prescribed curricula (Reaser et al., 2017), which supports the need for 
teachers to have space for interrogating and shifting attitudes concerning working-class 




students [and teachers] connect their experience to larger, oppressive social patterns” 
(Anderson & Irvine, 1993, p. 92). By recognizing and actively interrogating how 
working-class families and communities have been marginalized through dominant 
notions concerning what it means to have language and to be literate, teachers and 
students can work together to better understand the complex and nuanced ways that 
working-class linguistically-minoritized groups in our society have systematically been 
marginalized or assimilated. 
This study most certainly cannot, and should not, be generalized across contexts 
as it importantly tells complex and situated stories (Carspecken, 1996, p. 25) involving 
four teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum in 
one school within one community. Specifically, a focus on four White female 
kindergarten teachers in one public elementary school located in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community uniquely adds to the current body of 
literature because no one else has lived these teachers’ experiences and can tell their 
stories of teaching. At the same time, this study has the potential to shed light onto wider 
contexts; the study can inspire deep re-thinking of Southern Appalachia culture(s), re-
conceptualization of working-class communities’ language and literacy practices, and re-
envisioning of the role(s) of teacher/teaching in early childhood education. 
My study has explored the following questions: 
How are four White public school kindergarten teachers (who teach in a predominantly-
White working-class North Carolina mountain community and grew up in this or a 





1. How are the teachers constructing developing, and understanding language 
ideologies? 
2. How did the teachers experience literacy when they were children? 
3. How are the teachers negotiating the mandated curriculum? 
4. How are the teachers talking to and about children in their classrooms, in 
relation to the children’s language and literacy practices? 
5. How are literacy practices legitimized within this predominantly-White working-
class North Carolina mountain community public school? 
 
Rationale for the Study 
 
 This critical ethnographic case study, taken up within a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community, importantly adds to the literature 
around critically literate practices for White teachers negotiating early childhood 
curricula. Engaging children’s home language and literacy practices and including them 
in authentic dialogue enables teachers to (re)envision and (re)enact ways of being in the 
world (Rogers, 2018) as teachers recognize the value of multiple literacies and diverse 
language practices. In communities where the language and literacy practices expected in 
school do not include practices that children bring from home (such as in this 
predominantly-White working-class community), critical literacy includes interrogating 
the absence of families’ knowledges, experiences, and practices in school texts. Again, 
texts are conceptualized as anything that conveys a message to the children—beyond 




working-class community, recognizing how their home ways of making and assigning 
meaning and of communicating do not align with school ways of being literate and 
having language can be a step in recognizing the wider-reaching systemic 
marginalization of languages and communities. 
A growing body of literature has explored the intersections of language and 
literacy, early childhood education, and family and community funds of knowledge (e.g., 
Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Heath, 1983; Hicks, 2002; Jones, 2009; Moll et al., 1992; Souto-
Manning & Martell, 2016). And importantly, widely-cited ethnographic research has 
contributed to early childhood educators’ conceptualizations of language and literacy 
practices in Southern working-class communities (Heath, 1983, 2012). Moreover, 
numerous educators are taking up the work of critical approaches to language and literacy 
learning, as they imagine and enact what these pedagogies can look like in particular 
school settings (Comber, 1993; Larson & Marsh, 2014; Rogers, 2018; Souto-Manning & 
Yoon, 2018; Vasquez, 2014). 
Increasingly, studies of Southern Appalachian childhoods have added to the 
research in connecting home and school practices through critical approaches, including 
dissertations in the last decade (Bach, 2013; Marietta, 2012; Overton, 2017; Slocum, 
2012). While these studies look primarily at older children’s experiences and at 
representations of Southern Appalachia in the literature, I was interested in exploring 
kindergarten classrooms, where many children in the community where this research took 
place first encounter formal schooling and are taught by White teachers (who make up 
the overwhelming majority of teachers in this community and the country at large). In 




to care for children at home until they reach kindergarten age—particularly families who 
have generationally been a part of the working-class. As countless members of my home 
community have experienced, erasure of children’s home language and literacy practices 
begins as they enter school (Dyson, 2015). Thus, I was firstly concerned with the ways 
that four White public school kindergarten teachers in this predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community made sense of working-class 
children’s language and literacy practices, cultures and identities within the context of 
school. Along with this, I was interested in how the teachers took up and resisted notions 
about what it means to be successful in school. Therefore, I explored how the teachers 
were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. 
The predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community I 
am describing is home for me. And to leave my home and not tell the stories of 
marginalization would be to enact violence on my family and community: “Any situation 
in which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of inquiry is one 
of violence...to alienate human beings from their own decision-making is to change them 
into objects” (Freire, 1970, p. 85). Utilizing a critical literacy lens to (re)read the 
language and literacy curriculum in public kindergartens—and situating this curriculum 
within a Southern Appalachian predominantly-White working-class community’s social, 
cultural, historical experiences with schooling while centering four White female 
teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the curriculum—has enabled me to identify 
some tensions and possibilities for development of early childhood language and literacy 
curricula. Along with these, I will later discuss how findings have informed ways to 






 In this study, I have utilized critical literacy as a theoretical lens (Behrman, 2006) 
to (re)read the language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community public school. It is important to emphasize how I 
am using critical literacy as a theoretical lens and, while I will also be referring to the 
practice of critical literacy in classrooms as context for the potential for curriculum 
development, the aim of this particular study was not to intervene in, but to learn from, 
the work of these four teachers. Therefore, I have brought standpoint theory (Harding, 
1993) to the theoretical framework, as a way to consistently remind myself that it is the 
teachers’ interpretations of their experiences, and not only my interpretations of their 
experiences, which I have sought to highlight in this study. While recognizing that 
“researchers’ data gathering, analysis, and indeed, eventual write-up of others’ 
experiences are mediated by their own lives” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 81), I have 
striven to include stories from these four White women’s perspectives alongside my 
analysis and to centrally position their expert perspectives—as public kindergarten 
teachers within this predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community—as much as possible. Here, I will first distinguish critical literacy as a lens; 
then, I will further explain the importance of using critical literacy and standpoint theory 
together in this framework. 
Behrman (2006) distinguishes and describes the ways that critical literacy has 
been both theorized and practiced. Behrman reviews studies where educators 




through the classroom curriculum and addressing these inequities through everyday 
dialogue with students. I too seek to take up critical literacy, as a White early childhood 
educator, teacher educator, and education researcher. Informed by Anderson and Irvine 
(1993), in this study I found critical literacy primarily important to better understand how 
White female public school kindergarten teachers were making sense of and enacting the 
language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community; “critical literacy is context bound in the sense that what constitutes 
critical practice in one setting may not be critical in another...literacy will vary depending 
on the historical, economic, and cultural configuration of each setting” (p. 83). Therefore, 
my intention was to use critical literacy as a theoretical lens—to (re)read the mandated 
and enacted language and literacy curriculum within the context of public school 
kindergarten classrooms, as a way to notice how working-class families’ language and 
literacy practices are viewed and responded to and, in particular, what kinds of tensions 
were arising as four White female teachers were making sense of and enacting the 
language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. Furthermore, I have listened carefully to what teachers in these 
public kindergarten classrooms view as critical, while simultaneously noticing the ways 
in which hegemonic language ideologies are influencing the language and literacy 
curriculum and teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the curriculum. 
Bringing standpoint theory (Harding, 1993) into conversation with critical literacy 
has helped me to avoid conflating what I view as critical and what the focal teachers view 
as critical. This framework also makes visible the dominant-constructed “popular 




familism, and fatalism’” (Weller 1965; as cited in Obermiller and Maloney, 2016) while 
positively viewing working-class community funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) and 
locating ways in which White teachers in a predominantly-White working-class 
community engage with children in and through the language and literacy curriculum. 
Moreover, Harding (1993) holds that:  
one’s social situation enables and sets limits on what one can know; some 
social situations—critically unexamined dominant ones—are more 
limiting than others in this respect, and what makes these situations more 
limiting is their inability to generate the most critical questions about 
received belief. (p. 55) 
 
This tension between critically unexamined dominant beliefs and socially situated beliefs 
is all too real as I discuss with my mom the aims of the curriculum in and around our 
home. For instance, as a working-class White female born in the early 1950s (who has 
lived her life in predominantly-White working-class towns and experienced 
desegregation of schools in North Carolina in the 1960s), my mom has a very different 
viewpoint when discussing the implementation of multicultural children’s literature in the 
1970s than I have as her daughter. (I am a White, working-class female who was born in 
the mid 1980s and left our working-class community and the Southern Appalachian 
region in my early adulthood). While our perspectives are even more nuanced than this 
example could highlight, the aim here is to shed light on the need for standpoint theory’s 
place in my theoretical framework. 
To further elucidate the rationale for my theoretical framework, since I have read 
the language and literacy curriculum through a critical lens (equipped with theories and 
methods I have learned through dominant institutions of higher education), it has been 




White female kindergarten teachers who live in the area and are experiencing the 
curriculum firsthand: “Standpoint approaches want to eliminate dominant group interests 
and values from the results of research” (Harding, 1993, p. 74). It is important to 
recognize that I have taken up dominant ways of making and assigning meaning and of 
communicating in and through schooling, and these changes have influenced the ways I 
communicate with and understand members of my predominantly-White working-class 
community—spanning from how I often miss what was said by a family member due to 
my waning phonemic awareness of the nuanced speech sounds, to how we both find 
challenges in making sense of one another’s semantic structure of ideas. 
Importantly, I have found some similar experiences of discordance when talking 
with these four teachers. As more mainstream families move into the area, as standards 
become more and more aimed at dominant norms, and as dominant knowledges are more 
readily available through multimedia technology, teachers currently living and working 
in the community have been introduced to some dominant practices that I did not take up 
until I had left the area. Here, dominant refers not to the language and literacy practices 
used by working-class residents living in this predominantly-White working-class 
community, but to dominant American English and what are problematically-constructed 
as academic language and literacy practices. 
My reading of the curriculum also takes an outsider gaze, while at the same time 
deeply informed by my early experiences as a White female student in the public school 
where this research took place, and could potentially overlook the complexities and 




female public school kindergarten teachers were situated within the social space daily and 
brought with them their nuanced identities and perspectives. 
It has been important, however, to keep in mind that situated experience does not 
mean each community member’s experience is the same; nor does it mean that the 
researcher cannot relate to the values of a member of this predominantly-White working-
class community, whose ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating 
are positioned as lesser than dominant American English and academic literacy practices 
(Stoetzler & Yuval-Davis, 2002). Still, while I may be able to relate with some of the 
complexities, I have aimed to not assume who these teachers were and what tensions they 
were individually navigating within their particular context. Furthermore, without 
highlighting the ways that these White female teachers in this predominantly-White 
working-class community were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy 
curriculum, I would have risked ignoring the very tensions that I sought to uncover. 
 
Significance of the Study 
 
 My research has sought to bring attention to the intersection of language and 
literacy practices, early childhood education, and deficit positioning of Southern 
Appalachian working-class communities—within the context of a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community and informed by White female 
kindergarten teachers’ perspectives. It is important to recall that working-class 
communities, across racial identifications and through deeply racialized experiences, 




and protection of culture. Essentializing and deficit framings of Southern Appalachian 
communities leave out the stories of tensions and possibilities concerning community, 
culture, and curriculum development. 
When speaking of culture here, it must be acknowledged that White supremacist 
ideologies underlie some notions of culture in predominantly-White working-class 
communities, particularly at a time when the 45th president of the United States 
frequently bolsters racist, xenophobic, and nationalist discourses that many White 
working-class Americans engage with and reify. Through my ongoing research, I seek to 
critically interrogate and disrupt White supremacist ideologies while centering, and 
exploring the roots of, linguistic and literate cultural practices that are held valuable 
within and across working-class communities (e.g., farming, construction, knowledge and 
protection of natural resources, proximity to family, handmade arts, music and dance). 
Without hearing from local public school kindergarten teachers, concerning how 
they are making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum, the field of 
education will have limited understanding of how schools are failing students in 
predominantly-White working-class communities due to assimilationist aims at dominant 
literate and linguistic norms—and how teachers do and can negotiate the curriculum to 
recognize, honor, and engage working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and 
sophisticated language and literacy practices. 
Advocates for socially just education recognize that we cannot afford to ignore 
the misalignments in “equitable opportunities” politicians profess (Increasing Educational 
Opportunity Through Equity, 2014) and the systemic marginalization or assimilation that 




their part in interrogating authored and enacted school curricula (see examples in Au, 
2011). Many teachers and students have striven to make classrooms equitable learning 
spaces, where a diverse body of students not only learn to read the world, but find 
collaborative ways to enact the change they determine is needed in society (Rogers, 
2018). But schools across the country and in working-class communities are far from 
being equitable places. 
Instead of measuring, categorizing, and managing populations (Baynton, 2001), 
schools striving for equity can recognize, value, and engage working-class families’ 
multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated ways of making and assigning meaning and of 
communicating, and promote critical (re)reading of the socially unjust ways that people 
currently exist together. Through a critical ethnographic case study of school and 
community practices, highlighting White female kindergarten teachers’ sense-making 
and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community public school, my research adds to 
the literature on recognizing and engaging children’s language and literacy practices 
when these do not align with the academic practices dominantly-positioned in schools 
and society at large. 
In this chapter, I have introduced the context of the study, both grounded in my 
personal experience in and through schooling and informed by a growing body of 
literature on the language and literacy practices in working-class communities. I have 
introduced the predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community 
where this critical ethnographic case study took place (with four White female public 




schooling). I have discussed the importance of highlighting kindergarten teachers’ 
experiences as they make sense of and enact the language and literacy curriculum, and I 
have articulated the significance of this study. In the following chapter, I will review the 
literature at the intersection of historical constructions of Southern Appalachian 
communities, conceptualizations of language and literacy, and critical literacy approaches 
in early childhood education. This review of the literature has informed the ways in 






REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
A close review of the literature has sought to situate the significance of this 
critical ethnographic case study, focusing on four White female public school 
kindergarten teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy 
curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community 
public school. Despite deficit and essentializing constructions of Southern Appalachian 
linguistic and literate identities historically (Obermiller & Maloney, 2016; Weller, 1965), 
a narrow but growing body of literature illustrates positive and inclusive viewing of 
language and literacy practices in Southern Appalachia, as well as interest in how early 
childhood educators leverage linguistic and literate repertoires as they engage in teaching 
and learning with children in their classrooms (e.g., Reaser et al., 2017). While this study 
took place in a public school in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community, I have widened the sociopolitical, geographical, and historical 
contexts in order to frame the research problem: the early childhood curriculum is too-
often based on narrowed/ing conceptualizations of “literacy” and “language,” which 
negatively position nonacademic literacy and language practices and result in schools 
failing and further marginalizing working-class children and communities. While 
marginalization occurs within and across working-class communities, and is experienced 
in these Southern Appalachian communities when residents are predominantly White or 
predominantly people of color, it is essential to note how residents are affected 




kindergarten teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy 
curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class community has illuminated the ways 
that these teachers were negotiating the mandated curriculum, as they recognized, 
honored, and engaged working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated 
language and literacy practices.  
Recognizing the complex nature of language and literacy as historically, socially, 
and politically situated, I have conceptualized this review of the literature as historical, 
conceptual, and empirical in scope. Specifically, I have sought to: a) identify a narrative 
shift by (re)reading texts describing Southern Appalachian region, communities, and 
classrooms, b) point to the significance of standardized/ing language and literacy 
curriculum in terms of literate and linguistic identity constructions, by synthesizing 
(re)conceptualizations of what it has meant in the U.S. to be literate and to have language, 
and c) share findings from empirical studies with important implications for curriculum, 
in which educators have engaged children’s family and community funds of knowledge 




I utilized Gottesman Libraries online database and ProQuest as search tools to 
locate journal articles related to teaching and language and literacy curriculum, books 
providing historical contexts of Southern Appalachia, and recent studies taken up with 
Appalachian teachers and students. This literature review is historically and conceptually 




public school kindergarten teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and 
literacy curriculum (in a public elementary school within a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community) and the implications for early 
childhood curriculum, teacher education, research and policy. 
To explore the sociocultural historical context(s) and uncover perceptions of 
Southern Appalachia, I have searched for “‘Southern Appalachia’ + children” and 
“‘Southern Appalachia’ + education,” which each turned up less than 1,000 results and 
for which the majority of results were dissertations. Prevalent in these search results were 
studies referring to poor physical and mental health and cognition, which further 
construct deficit views of Southern Appalachians. It is important to note that I have 
included several dissertations in this review, as I value the recent progressive work that 
has been started but is under-documented in these search results. 
To incorporate work focusing on early childhood language and literacy, I 
searched for “‘early childhood’ + language” with 122,164 results appearing primarily 
related to delays and interventions, “‘early childhood’ + literacy” with 47,431 results 
covering a range of topics from delays to instruction to social change, and “literacy + 
‘teacher education’” with 45,932 results related to a range of topics such as multiple 
literacies, teaching English, and critical literacy. As well, with an interest in teachers’ 
interrogation and rewriting of curriculum, I searched for “‘teacher education’ + ‘critical 
literacy’” with only 2,305 results, and “‘early childhood’ + ‘critical literacy’” with a 
striking 455 results. In an effort to find recent ethnographic work in Southern 
Appalachian early childhood, I searched Proquest for digital dissertations focusing on the 




approached differently overtime. Abstracts from top results in each search (by relevance) 
were read, and articles, books and dissertations were reviewed as they were deemed 
relevant to the research questions: How are four White female public school kindergarten 
teachers (who teach in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community and grew up in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context) making 
sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum? 
1. How are the teachers constructing developing, and understanding language 
ideologies? 
2. How did the teachers experience literacy when they were children? 
3. How are the teachers negotiating the mandated curriculum? 
4. How are the teachers talking to and about children in their classrooms, in 
relation to the children’s language and literacy practices? 
5. How are literacy practices legitimized within this predominantly-White working-
class North Carolina mountain community public school? 
Reference lists from relevant studies were reviewed for related research. As well, 
relevant works from early childhood language and literacy and teacher education course 
syllabi were included in the review. Many of the studies from course syllabi—while 
critically informing (re)conceptualizations of language and literacy and teachers’ 
approaches to critical literacy—centered the experiences of children, families, and 
communities of color, which are markedly different from the experiences of the White 






Historical (Re)Positioning of Southern Appalachian Communities 
 
Utilizing a critical literacy lens to review the literature on and from Southern 
Appalachia allowed me to identify the marginalization of Southern Appalachian 
communities, the negative overgeneralizations about Appalachians’ lack of racial and 
linguistic diversity, the neglected histories highlighting Appalachians’ literate capabilities 
and situated knowledges, and the restriction of and at times abuse of resources (Billings, 
Norman, & Ledford, 1999; Billings, Pudup, & Waller, 2000; Obermiller & Maloney, 
2016; Rose, 2008; Roush, 2013). In this section, I will briefly introduce the geographical 
context and social portrayal of a wide-spanning region and diverse population, and I will 
introduce literature that is beginning to highlight diverse lived experiences within this 
region. 
Woven throughout recent memoirs, dissertations, and research articles are stories 
about the marginalization of working-class Southern Appalachians’ language and literacy 
practices, generationally negative relationships with schooling, and the tensions in 
identifying or disidentifying with the widely-construed portrait of a (too-often presumed 
White) Southern Appalachian. Problematically, while Southern Appalachian 
communities, towns, and cities are populated by racially-, linguistically-, and 
socioeconomically-diverse residents, Southern Appalachian residents have been 
portrayed across much of the literature as poor Whites living in rural areas. 
Southern Appalachia is a mountainous region spanning eight Southern states—
Tennessee, Kentucky, West Virginia, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 




Ridge Mountains I grew up within—the horizons turn from lively green, to warming 
gold, to cooling blue over the course of the year. This geographical region has often been 
romanticized for its aesthetic landscapes and wealth of natural resources, while the 
people living in the region are often viewed for their lack of proper English and supposed 
lack of intellect: “Southern Appalachia has long been portrayed as a socially “backwards” 
place and people…and widely known for its generational poverty and secluded pre-
modern culture” (Weller, 1965). Obermiller and Maloney (2016) provide a concise 
review of long-standing and wide-reaching negative stereotypes of this region and its 
communities: 
   Many popular perceptions of Appalachians were based on supposed cultural 
traits such as “personalism, familism, and fatalism” (Weller 1965), having 
“school phobia” (Looff 1971), and belonging to an “analgesic subculture” (Ball 
1968). These sound like, and in some cases were intended to be, lists of diseases. 
Unfortunately, many of them were formulated by “experts” on Appalachia 
(Tucker 2000a). (p. 104) 
 
Stories that have been shared in and through texts—often by outsiders (Moore, 
2015) and magnify issues of poverty, capitalist oppression, undereducation, racism, and 
xenophobia—can be found across the known history of Southern Appalachia and the 
“poor” South in general (Boyd, 2007; DeYoung, 1991; Donehower, 1997; Donehower, 
Hogg, & Schell, 2007; DuRocher, 2011; Greene, 2009; Kurlinkus & Kurlinkus, 2018; 
Richardson, 2011; Rose, 2008). These problematic “social conditions” have been 
evidenced as reified through family traditions and discourses, school curricula, and mass 
media—and popular literature has been increasingly concerned with the ways in which 
White Southern children are assimilated into White supremacy and nostalgia of the Old 




At the same time, research in the past few decades has troubled much of the 
negative stereotyping that has come to define an indeed linguistically-, racially-, 
culturally-, and socioeconomically-diverse and mobile population in the mountainous 
regions of these eight Southern states (Algeo, 2003; Bennett, 2008; Billings, Norman & 
Ledford, 1999; Billings, Pudup, & Waller, 2000; Dockery, 2014; Greene, 2009; Kaye, 
2016; Knowles, 2006; Meredith, 2001; Obermiller & Maloney, 2016; Owen, 2000; 
Oxford, 1987; Qazilbash, 1971; Sohn, 2006; The Rural and Appalachian Youth and 
Families Consortium, 1996; Tull, 2014). In particular, Obermiller and Maloney (2016) 
have argued for a significant shift in the way that Americans view Southern Appalachian 
culture(s). These authors have importantly challenged essentializing stereotypes—while 
certainly not dismissing hegemonic ideologies—as they have highlighted the deep-seated 
assumptions behind the static portrayal of this culturally and geographically diverse 
landscape. Along this line, it is essential to never forget the land theft and genocide 
experienced by First Nations in many parts of the Southern Appalachian region as White 
communities settled on the lands that, in the North Carolina Mountains, were inhabited 
widely by the Cherokees (Greene, 2009). 
Much of the literature also highlights Southern Appalachians’ strong familial 
values, sense of hard work, care for and protection of natural resources (e.g., Burke & 
Heynen, 2014; Dockery, 2014; Druggish, 2003; Heath, 1982b, 1983, 2012; Huffling, 
Carlone, & Benavides, 2017; Misiaszek, 2016; Owen, 2000; Powell, Cantrell, & Adams, 
2001; Sepko, 1998), but there appears to be limited literature on the complexities within 
and across communities in this region—particularly in qualitative studies on early 




who teach White children and children of color in predominantly-White working-class 
public school settings are difficult to locate in the existing literature. 
Informed by Mannay (2010), this (re)introduction to Southern Appalachia has 
aimed to make unfamiliar the views that have become familiar (through deficit and 
essentializing narratives taken up by people living both outside of and within the region). 
It is important to recall here that, while I am drawing from literature that critically 
interrogates language hierarchies and centers communities of color, in this study I am 
centering White female teachers whose experiences are marginalized by intersections of 
their language and literacy practices, socioeconomic status, and gender identity but who 
are privileged greatly by their White racial identity. This must be acknowledged at a time 
when the 45th U.S. president is reifying racial injustices in his everyday racist and 
xenophobic public messages and actions—at a time when White supremacy in Southern 
Appalachia in particular is further marginalizing and attempting to erase communities of 
color and immigrant communities, many of whom are residents in this region and have 
vastly different experiences through the longstanding and deeply dehumanizing ways 
they have been socially constructed as lesser and as other.  
In the following section, I synthesize literature related to (Re)conceptualizations 
of language and literacy in order to (re)envision working-class communities’ language 
and literacy practices. Then, I discuss methods and implications from studies on Critical 
literacy as practice in the language and literacy curriculum to reference some ways in 
which teachers are seeking to recognize, honor, and engage families’ multiple, 




studies from Southern Appalachian classrooms and communities near the predominantly-
White working-class community where this study took place. 
 
(Re)Conceptualizing Language and Literacy 
 
Literature reaching across the history of the U.S. points to the specific ways that 
hegemonic language ideologies, reified through schooling, have intentionally 
marginalized and oppressed communities of color and working-class communities (see 
for example: Alexander, 2010; Anderson, 1988; Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Stuckey, 1991). Since the roots of colonization in the U.S., hegemonic language 
ideology has introduced narrowed/ing definitions of language and literacy and has 
thereby justified the denial of rights, historically targeting First Nations through the 
erasure of language and culture in residential schools (Sanchez & Stuckey, 1999) and 
enslaved Africans through the prohibition of writing and reading materials (Anderson, 
1988; Schiller, 2008). Today, women, children, persons of color, persons with 
disabilities, and immigrant, working-class and linguistically-minoritized communities 
continue to be denied equitable opportunities based on historical social constructions of 
what it means to have language and to be literate (Anderson, 1988; Claybaugh, 1986; 
Delpit, 1988; Goldman, 2004; Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2006). Moreover, a 
narrowed/ing conceptualization of “literacy” (as the ability to read and write in English) 
has justified and legalized the denial of rights for many U.S. residents and citizens 
(Anderson, 1988; Groen, 2014; Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2006). To further 




language and to be literate in the U.S., these narrowed/ing conceptualizations of 
language and literacy have kept individuals and groups from being free, having basic 
rights, being considered a person, being able to vote, having a say in public matters, 
having access to places and services, owning deeds, requesting/qualifying for loans, 
engaging in scholarship, and engaging with multiple histories/knowledges (Alexander, 
2010; Anderson, 1988; Groen, 2014; Kliewer, Biklen, & Kasa-Hendrickson, 2006). The 
reviewed studies offer implications for working-class children receiving formal education 
in predominantly-White working-class communities, whose linguistic practices are too-
often positioned as wrong and whose literate capability is consistently put into question 
through normalized notions of language and literacy embedded in school curricula and 
society at large. 
Education researchers continue painstaking efforts to shift these deeply-rooted 
hegemonic conceptualizations of language and literacy. Kliewer, Biklen, and Kasa-
Hendrickson (2006) urgently point to the reality for communities: “denial of literacy is 
insidious...and is nearly impervious to conflicting evidence. It is hegemonic: a part of an 
ideology of control imposed on the marginalized by those who lay claim to the center” (p. 
186). These authors essentially make visible the invisibilized ways that dominant 
language and literacy practices have become and remain the norm in and through 
schooling and society at large. 
While definitions influenced by research prior to the 1970s centrally position 
supposed-cognitive abilities and restrict who can be literate (Brodkey, 1986), research in 
the past few decades has influenced (re)conceptualizations of language and literacy, 




interrelated and inseparable (García & Wei, 2005). (Re)Conceptualizations of language 
and literacy—influenced by research in and with working-class communities across racial 
identifications (Binder, 2011; Brodkey, 1986; Heath, 1983; Moll et al., 1992), around 
culturally and linguistically diverse identities (Souto-Manning & Yoon, 2018), in 
translanguaging contexts (Garcia & Wei, 2005) and taking up critical literacy (Comber & 
Simpson, 2001; Freire, 1970; Kuby, 2013; Larson & Marsh, 2014)—indicate a significant 
paradigmatic shift that highlights diversities in language and literacy practices as valuable 
assets rather than deficits. For instance, Dyson’s (2018) case study following a child 
through the last four months in PreK (where he and his peers were children of color 
primarily from low-income households) and the first five months in kindergarten (“a 
predominantly White, middle-class area”) interrogates the negative positioning of one 
student by the literacy curriculum and repositions this child as “an active social 
negotiator” (p. 236). In particular, García and Wei’s (2005) conceptualizations of 
language and languager view everyone as drawing from a complex yet unitary linguistic 
system and move toward a translanguaging construct, recognizing everyone as having 
language and being literate. Furthermore, García and Wei (2005) highlight the agency of 
multilingual children in particular, and the importance of recognizing how people 
navigate communicating and making and assigning meaning in and across social and 
cultural contexts. 
By broadening and complexifying conceptualizations of language and literacy, 
researchers have located the multiple literacies, linguistic repertoires, and learning 
capabilities of students of color in the classroom (e.g., Garcia & Wei, 2005; Ghiso, 2011; 




central in disrupting hegemonic notions of what it means to have language and to be 
literate. Recognizing that most studies reviewed focus on children and communities of 
color, I propose that these researchers’ critical work is needed to better understand how 
White children and children of color in a predominantly-White working-class community 
experience schooling taught by White teachers—when the mandated language and 
literacy curriculum is misaligned with their families’ ways of communicating and of 
making and assigning meaning.  
Grounded in the literature reviewed, I (re)conceptualize that: language and 
literacy are inseparable (people do not communicate without making and assigning 
meaning, and people do not make and assign meaning without communicating—with 
ourselves and/or others); literacy is always-occurring in our minds/bodies, situated within 
and across contexts, through interactions with other people; and engaging with written 
text is one of many ways to demonstrate literacy. By these tenets, I conceptualize that 
people are born literate (capable of making and assigning meaning and capable of 
communicating in multiple and varied ways) and that no one is illiterate. Furthermore, I 
regard these tenets, drawn from the literature around the (re)conceptualization of 
language and literacy, as foundational in teaching children in marginalized 
communities—children of color, children who speak multiple languages and/or dialects, 
children who are immigrants, children with disabilities, and children of color and White 
children in working-class communities—as teachers recognize the literate capacities and 
linguistic capabilities of these children, especially when their practices do not align with 




Researchers have asserted that children of color in marginalized communities 
must learn academic (read: dominant) ways of communicating in order to (re)read and 
speak back to injustice and to (re)write curricula (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). And I 
recognize the simultaneous need for White children to be critically conscious of why and 
how these dominant language and literacy practices exist (Anderson & Irvine, 1993; 
Freire, 1970). Furthermore, researchers have shown how White teachers can disrupt this 
devaluing of “other” language and “nonacademic” literacy practices by interrogating 
where this marginalization stems from (Comber, 1993; Larson & Marsh, 2014; Souto-
Manning, 2009, 2010, 2016; Souto-Manning & Yoon, 2018; Vasquez, 2014). To counter 
the deficit labeling of children of color and White children who come to school using 
nonacademic language and literacy practices (as “behind,” “low,” “not ready,” 
“illiterate”), the aforementioned and additional researchers have illuminated how a 
misalignment with home and school language and literacy practices does not mean 
children are less literate, less intelligent, or less capable (for a review of the deficit or 
culturally deprived paradigm, see Goodwin, Cheruvu, & Genishi, 2008). In fact, 
working-class children have and use multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language and 
literacy practices. Yet, education researchers can still see how working-class children’s 
nonacademic language and literacy practices are viewed through a deficit lens and how 
the children’s identities are consequently negatively constructed in school and society at 
large (Goodwin, Cheruvu, & Genishi, 2008). 
This study is a step towards shedding more light on working-class children’s 
multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices, which White 




for recognizing, honoring, and engaging working-class families’ practices. As such, this 
dissertation study—which highlights how four White female teachers were making sense 
of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-
class community—is an important part of the research needed to disrupt normalized 
conceptualizations of language and literacy, the consequential narrowed/ing language and 
literacy practices expected and taught in school, and the failing of working-class children 
and communities in Southern Appalachia. 
Considering the problem identified in this research study (the early childhood 
curriculum is too-often based on narrowed/ing conceptualizations of “literacy” and 
“language,” which negatively position nonacademic literacy and language practices and 
result in schools failing and further marginalizing working-class children and 
communities), it has been pertinent to review literature on (re)conceptualizations of 
language and literacy against hegemonic ideologies maintaining a pervasive hold on 
school curriculum. Exploring White female kindergarten teachers’ sense-making and 
enactment of the language and literacy curriculum elucidates how nonacademic literacy 
and language practices are (under)valued in and through the mandated language and 
literacy public school curriculum within a predominantly-White working-class North 
Carolina mountain community. Moreover, informed by the findings of this study and 
those that precede it, teachers can work to reconstruct these definitions as we engage 
working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated ways of making and 






Critical Literacy as Practice in the Language and Literacy Curriculum 
 
Critical literacy as practice in Southern Appalachian working-class communities 
is evident in the literature but has been challenging to locate. In this section, I will first 
discuss studies outside of the research context—as these highlighted practices are larger 
in number and have been long-standing and deeply critical. In these studies, researchers 
use methods that have informed what I observed in the four kindergarten classrooms (as I 
had not been in many teaching contexts where critical literacy was talked about as an 
approach to the language and literacy curriculum) as well as the process of my data 
collection and analysis. After discussing these wide-ranging studies, I will then refer to 
studies in and around Southern Appalachia and suggest how these studies informed my 
work within a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. 
As education researchers have continued to recognize the agentive learning 
processes of young children (Dyson, 2016; Souto-Manning & Yoon, 2018), critical 
literacy has been finding a central place in early childhood classroom philosophy and 
pedagogy (Comber, 1993; Comber & Simpson, 2001; Comber, Thompson, & Wells, 
2001; Larson & Marsh, 2014; Luke & Kale, 1997/2017; Rogers, 2018; Vasquez, 2014). 
In this study, I am primarily interested in the approaches informed by Freire’s (1970, 
1983, 1985) ideas about reading the world—beginning by naming what we know 
intimately, identifying and problematizing injustices, and then connecting these deep 
understandings to (re)read broader and distanced contexts. While countless early 
childhood educators are taking up centrally important work in and through the language 




critical literacy with children in working-class communities who use nonacademic 
language and literacy practices. I will share implications from these studies, concerning 
how each teacher can play a role in a movement toward freeing educations (Janks, 2013). 
Looking also at how 
critical literacy focuses on teaching and learning how texts work, 
understanding and re-mediating what texts attempt to do in the world and 
to people, and moving students toward active position-takings with texts 
to critique and reconstruct the social fields in which they live and work. 
(Luke, 2000, p. 453) 
 
I will consider what it can look like for all members of the classroom to recognize, honor, 
and engage working-class children’s ways of communicating. Indeed, while critical 
literacy involves personal investment, collaboration, and determination, no one’s role 
should be discounted in an increasingly urgent context, where we are seeing the “perverse 
re-appropriation of civil rights terminologies” being used by the 45th U.S. President to 
“strengthen White nationalism” (Matias & Newlove, 2017, p. 920). And in the same 
decade that this study was taken up and this man held office, one of the major influencers 
of public school curriculum, E. D. Hirsch (2010), was publicly professing that schools are 
responsible for instilling a national identity—criticizing professors and teachers who do 
not take up this “responsibility” and claiming that through educators’ attempts at 
multicultural education “we have paid a high price for this fallacious how-to conception 
of early learning” (p. x). Living and learning in this context while approaching this 
dissertation, an important role of the literature review has been to highlight how teachers 
are making sense of hegemonic ideologies that underlie the language and literacy 
curriculum and whether/how they are disrupting these. Next, I will discuss particular 




Luke and Kale (1997/2017) provide a conceptual framework for literacy practices 
as socially situated and fluid while referencing a case study in an Australian classroom 
with “children from various cultures, experiences, and social class backgrounds” who 
speak more than one language (p. 2); yet, their central positioning of text (albeit for the 
use of interrogating whose knowledges are shared through and left out of curriculum) 
risks maintaining the notion that only those who can read written text are literate. If 
education researchers are to continue leveraging children’s ways of making and assigning 
meaning and of communicating (which these researchers posit are fluid and complex 
processes) as classrooms engage in critical literacy, then it is important to conceptualize 
literacy as broader processes than reading texts. Rather, literacy involves reading the 
world before and as we read the word (Freire, 1983). This is particularly important for 
young children whose language and literacy practices used in their homes and 
communities may not be recognized in and by the curriculum across racial 
identifications. Luke and Kale’s conceptual framework and case study has importantly 
informed how I have looked at perceptions of language and literacy practices in a 
predominantly-White working-class community and considered broader 
conceptualizations of language and literacy; I have sought to complexify these 
conceptualizations even slightly more, positioning everything in the environment as 
“text” as I (re)read the mandated curriculum in these four public kindergarten classrooms. 
Rogers (2018) expands on this notion of reading through and beyond text, as she 
evidences first-graders making and assigning meaning by connecting texts to their lives 
and perspective-taking through story reenactment. Her thorough analysis of the children’s 




workers’ rights demonstrates the powerful literacies that can turn thought, talk, and 
writing into collaborative storytelling, analyzing, and collective transformative action. In 
her study, each child’s language and literacy practices contributed to a community of 
meaning-makers and meaning-assigners who communicate the social inequities they 
recognize and seek to see change. Though Rogers’s study was taken up with children 
who she identified as European American and African American whose first language 
was English and who were part of the professional class, the methods she used for 
connecting children with the texts and then closely interrogating those texts have been 
integrally important to consider as I read the teachers’ language and literacy curriculum 
in my study. Moreover, the mapping Rogers used to record and analyze teacher’s and 
children’s gestural, proximity, gaze, expression, movement, and verbalizations informed 
my data collection when observing the enacted language and literacy curriculum. 
Crafton, Brennan, and Silvers (2007) have informed my study both through their 
methods and because of their described context and population. These authors described 
a community similar to the one I engaged with during my study, in that it was a rural area 
undergoing infrastructure development. While the site of my research study has seen very 
gradual changes in landscape over the past couple of decades—namely some middle-
class housing developments, a grocery store, and some traffic lights on the main road—
these researchers’ site is readily witnessing the “globalness” (p. 510) which I expect will 
be increasingly influencing my research site as more housing developments make their 
way up the mountain. Similar to Rogers’s study, Crafton et al.’s study involves 
leveraging first-grade students’ language and literacy practices to speak back to unfair 




development). Crafton et al.’s study is relevant for teachers working in rural communities 
such as the one I engaged in research with; children in my previous classrooms in North 
Carolina were grappling with issues of land possession and reuse, as the wooded areas 
they played in were bought and developed for housing and commercial use. Knowing that 
issues relating to land use are also a key part of conversations in my home community, I 
have found Crafton et. al.’s work important for considering how teachers can support 
children in speaking back to unfair policies that are central in their lives. Their study has 
illuminated how teachers are using critical literacy as practice to respond to immediate 
issues in the children’s lives and how the teachers are leveraging children’s language and 
literacy practices (particularly their ability to read and respond to what is happening in 
their social context through debate, public speaking, and letters to legal professionals and 
journalists). Moreover, the study informed how I approached the ways that teachers in 
my research site were listening and responding to children’s concerns and how/whether 
they were leveraging children’s home language and literacy practices in supporting 
children’s response to these concerns. 
Similarly, Comber, Thompson, and Wells (2001) engaged in a case study taking 
up a literacy project with elementary school students who live in low-income households. 
Through this study, teachers developed writing prompts that connected directly to 
children’s personal and local lives and importantly led to discussions about their 
connectedness to global issues. Children shared and responded to social issues central to 
the community, through talk, drawing, writing and ultimately through “action, involving 
language, body, and place” (p. 454). This study—with clear connections between class, 




children’s home language and literacy practices as teachers guide these students in 
building powerful literacy skills and view children as agents of change within and beyond 
their community. This study affirms the need for more research in how teachers are 
guiding children in working-class communities, in using their language and literacy 
practices to disrupt inequities. Particularly for my research study, Comber, Thompson, 
and Wells provide specific data collection methods that illustrate recognizing, valuing, 
and engaging working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language 
and literacy practices. 
 As Ghiso (2011) and Watanabe (2017) both discuss, when engaging children’s 
language and literacy practices, texts can be co-created by all members of the 
community. Moreover, co-creation of texts enables children to not only engage as readers 
of their social spaces but as authors of these spaces. Ghiso (2011) describes the 
collaborative writing processes of first-graders with multiple ethnic, racial, and linguistic 
backgrounds and from low-income households, in which the teacher explicitly shares her 
feelings about writing as authorship—with purpose for writing and in collaboration with 
community. A critical orientation to the mandated writing workshop structure (Calkins, 
1994), along with ongoing teacher inquiry, invited this classroom community to write 
about what mattered for them, and “writing achievement was anchored on collaborative 
and personally relevant notions of what matters to students” (p. 347). Moreover, in this 
classroom—a site that was purposefully chosen by Ghiso for its responsive, critical, and 
inquiry stance toward literacy—children were viewed as knowledgeable, as constructors 
of knowledge, and as skilled users of “writing” as a tool to investigate communities and 




and the honored language practices, as I looked at how working-class children are viewed 
as “writers” in particular. 
Watanabe’s (2017) study of the relevance of children’s narrative and 
informational texts further inform the ways that teachers bring literature that is 
immediately relatable to children’s daily lives. Through such texts, children not only can 
see themselves but can identify their families’ and communities’ ways of making and 
assigning meaning and of communicating. In a similar way that Ghiso’s study informed 
my reading of the curriculum and understanding of teachers’ approaches to the 
curriculum, Watanabe’s study shed light on the ways that I was seeing the relationships 
cultivated between school and home language and literacy practices and noticing 
whether/how working class families’ language and literacy practices were recognized, 
honored, and engaged in and through the curriculum. 
Shifting to a study focused on teacher agency, Bausch (2003) has described 
through self-study the intentionality of (re)discovering local contexts as we seek to 
understand and include the multiple language and literacy experiences that children 
navigate. By taking tours through the community, Bausch gathered, read, and sorted 
“local newspapers, photographs taken around [her] neighborhood, and scraps of paper” as 
she recognized emerging themes about what literacy is, what it does, and what it can do 
(p. 217). Her study is a compelling example of what teachers can do beyond the walls of 
the classroom to prepare for engaging children’s diverse linguistic and literate repertoires 
and taking up critical literacy in and through the language and literacy curriculum. This 
study importantly informed how I located where/how the four White female teachers 




sophisticated language and literacy practices employed by working-class families. I was 
also informed by the construction of an audit trail, taken up as well by Vasquez (2014), 
through which the diverse wealth of language and literacy practices in communities can 
be recognized, honored, and engaged. My own collection and analysis of community 
newspapers and flyers indeed helped me visualize the community-valued language and 
literacy practices and to situate the school-valued language and literacy practices within 
the broader context of a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community. 
 Dyson’s work has also been central to understanding the complexities of 
children’s linguistic and literate identities. In her year-long ethnographic study within an 
urban first grade classroom, Dyson (2003) “aim[ed] to describe how, energized and 
guided by the desire for social participation, children use old resources from familiar 
practices and adapt them to enter into new ones” (p. 105). She used observations, audio 
recordings, and interviews to locate children’s diverse and complex ways of making and 
assigning meaning and of communicating. With the aim of disrupting the notion that the 
language and literacy curriculum should take an “all” children (i.e., uniform) approach, 
Dyson centered children’s complex stories as they were “sampling symbolic material 
from the communicative practices” (p. 103) in the classroom and remixing these as they 
navigated diverse language and literacy practices and agentively, rather than passively, 
took up official school practices. Centering children’s ways of navigating unofficial and 
official language and literacy curriculum, this study has important implications for 
teachers who would like to leverage working-class families’ nonacademic meaning 




Dyson’s research informed how I viewed the multiple and complex literacy and language 
practices being used by members of the classroom as well as whether/how nonacademic 
practices were leveraged for learning in the classroom setting. This perspective has been 
particularly important in the context of increasingly standardized/ing curricula and 
gentrifying areas. 
 In her semester-long case study with two kindergarten classrooms, Yoon (2016) 
also took up the work of reconceptualizing the language and literacy curriculum within 
increasingly standardized school contexts. Using a sociocultural framework, Yoon 
described texts as intricately interwoven in children’s lives, and literacy as “appropriated 
and produced” within and across sociocultural contexts, including but not limited to 
school (p. 3). Using field notes, audio-recordings, artifacts, and interviews, Yoon located 
three themes: “the qualities of “good” writing, teaching language mechanics in 
“mechanical” ways, and evaluating children’s literate identities” (p. 7). Yoon’s study has 
important implications for attending to the stories of children in working-class 
communities, noticing their complex linguistic and literate identities and inviting children 
into experiences where they are “discovering who they are and aim to be in their 
world(s)” (p. 16). Yoon’s study has centrally informed my methodology, which has 
highlighted interviews and artifacts as valuable data sources for understanding the 
making and assigning of meaning, as I considered four White female kindergarten 
teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum in public 
school kindergarten classrooms within a predominantly-White working-class North 




These studies have collectively informed the ways that I located teaching 
practices which recognize, honor, and engage working-class families’ multiple, 
purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices. Furthermore, the authors 
suggest how teachers can support their own and their students’ agency, in resisting 
dominant notions of academic/successful language and literacy practices. Their 
thoughtfully designed and critically enacted studies have informed my methods of data 
collection and analysis, in terms of how I have looked for equitable approaches to 
language and literacy teaching and learning in four public school kindergarten classrooms 
within a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. Next, 
I will highlight how teachers in Southern Appalachian communities are taking up similar 
work in and through their curriculum. 
 
Language and Literacy Research in and around Southern Appalachia 
 
 Refocusing on the Southern Appalachian context, I have chosen key studies in 
which researchers have studied language and literacy practices used at home and in 
school. These studies importantly inform how teachers reconceptualize working-class 
families’ language and literacy practices and suggest the potential for curricula that 
recognize, honor, and engage working-class communities’ multiple, purposeful, and 
sophisticated language and literacy practices. 
Brashears (2014) engaged in a narrative study with teachers in a Southern 
Appalachian community, interviewing these teachers to better understand their 




the context of my dissertation study, in that nearly all of the children are White and from 
low-income households. Moreover, in her study, twenty-four out of twenty-five teachers 
interviewed were born and raised in the local community. Thus, this study importantly 
informed how I formulated interview questions and recognized my assumptions related to 
how the teachers were making sense of the curriculum. Through her interviews, 
Brashears found that teachers were feeling the challenges of incorporating culturally 
relevant language and literacy practices while needing to prepare children to use standard 
academic English. For instance, subtle differences in pronunciations (i.e., “lines” vs. 
“lions”) can confuse both teachers and students when engaging in literacy lessons. By 
identifying and analyzing very specific examples of teachers’ reflection, this study has 
important implications for the very specific challenges that teachers can face when 
navigating nondominant dialects of English in language and literacy teaching, in 
predominantly-White working-class communities in Southern Appalachia. My study 
sought not only to locate these challenges but to identify the ideologies that could create 
the challenges, making sure to note how the four White female teachers were also 
resisting discourses concerned with how language practices are difficult to understand—
and whether/how these teachers were instead centering working-class families’ language 
practices in their enactment of the curriculum. 
Cheatham, Armstrong, and Santos (2009) further support Brashears’s findings. 
These authors “take a culturally and linguistically responsive position to children’s 
nonstandard dialects” as they review literature informing how Appalachian dialects can 
be leveraged as literate and linguistic resources in the classroom (p. 3). This study also 




practices; labeling these as “nonstandard” indicates they are being measured against a 
norm without questioning how that norm was constructed through racist and classist 
ideologies about what it means to be literate and to have language. It is important to 
recognize hegemonic ideologies that construct dominant norms, and it is necessary to 
have knowledge of language variation so that teachers and students can talk about the 
important ways they are languaging within and across sociocultural contexts. 
Reaser and colleagues’ (2017) argument for taking up contrastive analysis 
strategies, rather than additive approaches, informs how Southern Appalachian teachers 
can recognize, honor, and engage working-class families’ language and literacy practices 
while supporting students in noticing the subtle differences in dialect that can 
significantly influence meaning-making and communicating. Informed by these authors, 
my research included studying whether/how contrastive analysis is used in the language 
and literacy curriculum and how teachers in this predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community were recognizing, honoring, and engaging 
nondominant Southern Appalachian dialects (and the dominant American English 
expected in learning and assessment). While contrastive analysis has its own risks of 
situating the dominant language as more important than nondominant languages and 
dialects, it can be a helpful framework for noting the sophisticated ways that features are 
used in communication, as well as a starting point for acknowledging the rich 
communicative repertoires of students. Reaser and colleagues’ ideas about features of 
“nonstandard” (i.e., nondominant) English dialects were noted throughout my data 




using language. This literature also afforded me opportunities to notice how teacher 
assistants were engaging in contrastive analysis. 
Additionally, two researchers have begun important work for locating differences 
in dialect and mapping these in/across spaces. While not specific to the Southern 
Appalachian region, Corbett and Donehower (2017) introduce an important study for 
mapping rural literacies in and through sociopolitical spaces and geographical places. 
These researchers searched literature using key terms “rural/rurality” and 
“literacy/literacies” and coded their findings before collectively identifying key themes. 
Corbett and Donehower’s five principal themes (identity, sustainability, social justice 
within the context of globalization and neoliberalism, rural schooling and the effects of 
metrocentrism, and technologies) encompass the intricate social, political, cultural, and 
geographical layers that will continue to create tensions for Southern Appalachian 
teachers, particularly in predominantly-White working-class communities. Education 
researchers can utilize these findings to continue mapping where these tensions lie and 
identifying points of entry for developing a responsive and sustaining language and 
literacy curriculum in and with working-class communities. My methodology in 
particular has been informed by the way these researchers have introduced mapping the 
complexities of place and language within the increasing standardization of curriculum. 
Much of my journaling reflects on the dynamic and changing context of the 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community in which my 
language and literacy research takes place. 
Druggish’s (2003) study, utilizing narrative inquiry and drawing from the 




findings and implications for how Southern Appalachian teachers can take up culturally 
responsive practices. Using interviews, observations, participation in school events, field 
notes, videotapes, photographs, a participant's journal, and artifacts, Druggish identified 
the need for developing responsive practices, ongoing teacher inquiry, political stance, 
and personal commitment. This study, which took place in an elementary school 
comprised of participants with similar demographics to the participants in my study, can 
inform teachers and teacher educators who wish to take up responsive practices in 
working-class communities in Southern Appalachia. Druggish’s study has important 
implications for observing, listening to, and analyzing the ways in which teachers in 
Southern Appalachian working-class communities make sense of and enact the 
curriculum—and what this means in relation to how four White female public 
kindergarten teachers were recognizing, honoring, and engaging working-class families’ 
language and literacy practices in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. 
This collection of studies has illuminated the tensions and possibilities for the 
language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. In these studies, authors have: interrogated the challenges when 
varying languages and English dialects are not identified and talked about in classrooms, 
constructed families’ and communities’ nonacademic language and literacy practices as 
important learning resources, mapped the complexities of rural literacies, and illustrated 
the importance of studying the community in which children live. The studies further 




doing in the classroom, reflecting upon during their interviews, collecting and sharing 




A framework which combines critical literacy (Behrman, 2006; Freire, 1983) and 
standpoint (Harding, 1993) theories has allowed me to begin looking at the ways in 
which teachers agentively resist pedagogies that reify social inequities as they make sense 
of and enact language and literacy curriculum. While the latest literature on Southern 
Appalachia does start to push against long-held deficit and essentializing views, there has 
been minimal focus on how children in predominantly-White working-class communities 
in Southern Appalachia are introduced to deficit views of themselves as academics and to 
positive views of themselves as literate and linguistic agents of change, as they enter 
schooling. Further, there appears to be a gap in the literature concerning how White early 
childhood educators in Southern Appalachia currently introduce young children to formal 
schooling which, for young children living in the predominantly-White working-class 
community where this research took place, is typically at the age of five or six. The 
intricacies and complexities of place/people, teaching/learning, literacy/language, 
social/cultural, home/school, banking/freeing found across the literature both complicate 
and enrich this study—as I continue to think about what it means to be a Southern 
Appalachian for each individual living in the region, what it means to communicate and 
to make and assign meaning across sociocultural contexts within this diverse region, what 




working-class families’ language and literacy practices, and what it means to educate 
ourselves for a more equitable society. 
This review of the literature has illustrated how critically literate teachers are 
consciously recognizing privilege and working to dismantle hierarchies; disrupting power 
relations in classroom curriculum; working with children to build equitable curriculum; 
engaging literate practices that connect young children with communities and beginning 
with what matters for them; teaching in the context of developing and changing theories 
of language and literacy; unpacking histories; and recognizing the rigorous process of 
becoming critically literate (Comber, 1993; Comber, Thompson & Wells, 2001; Kuby, 
2013; Larson & Marsh, 2014; Rogers, 2007; Vasquez, 2014). 
I am disappointed but not surprised that the majority of literature found on 
Southern Appalachia relates to deficit positioning and essentializing of communities in 
this region. Yet, I am hopeful with more recent critical studies, particularly dissertations, 
that have begun to interrogate these gaps in the literature. Further, in searching for some 
of the dissertation authors, I am finding that authors are continuing to publish important 
research countering deficit and essentializing perspectives of Southern Appalachian 
communities. This indicates not only that there is a need for my study but that there is a 
small and growing community of education researchers who I may collaborate with, in 
helping to highlight what it looks like (and what it can mean) for White early childhood 
educators to recognize, honor, and engage working-class families’ multiple, purposeful, 
and sophisticated language and literacy practices in a predominantly-White working-class 




It is problematic that I needed to use search terms such as “critical” and 
“sociocultural” in order to readily locate literature that centers communities’ knowledge 
and capabilities when reviewing early childhood language and literacy studies. This 
signals that, while countless education researchers are doing important work in 
broadening conceptualizations of language and literacy and recognizing the brilliance of 
working-class families’ language and literate practices, much work is in store for 
education researchers and policymakers as we continue countering hegemonic language 
ideologies that have taken firm root in the language and literacy curriculum. My study 
has played an important role in countering hegemonic language ideologies and 
narrowed/ing conceptualizations of literacy, by highlighting how four White female 
public school teachers were agentively making sense of and enacting the curriculum in a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. 
In this chapter, I have reviewed the literature to introduce gradually shifting 
narratives about Southern Appalachian communities and to synthesize the 
(re)conceptualizations of language and literacy since the 1970s—indicating what this can 
mean for teaching and learning in working-class communities where families’ language 
and literacy practices do not align with the academic practices dominantly-positioned in 
school and society at large. I have drawn from empirical studies that inform the ways I 
have approached a critical ethnographic case study with four White female kindergarten 
teachers in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. 
In the following chapter I will introduce my methodology; I will explain why I chose 
critical ethnographic case study, describe the methodology, and discuss initially 








   A pedagogy centered only on critique becomes a discourse of bankruptcy, 
a language devoid of resistance or agency on the part of students and 








From a critical stance, research (much like classroom pedagogy) begins with 
seeking to understand the participants’ situated knowledges, resources, and agency. A 
researcher’s role in critical qualitative research, then, involves learning what kinds of 
knowledge the members of a community find valuable in and for their own learning 
contexts, what aspects of these contexts they wish to see change, and what kinds of 
agentive practices participants are able and willing to engage with. In this chapter, I will 
first explain why I chose a critical ethnographic case study. Then, I will describe the 
research design as well as the influence of my positionality. I will conclude with 
trustworthiness, limitations, and presentation of findings. 
Considering the context in which I grew up—where predominantly-White 
working-class families are assumed to lack literacy and proper language—I determined to 
use a critical ethnographic approach to this case study of four public kindergarten 
teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the curriculum. While a case study would 
enable me to focus on “the local particulars of [this] abstract phenomenon” (Dyson & 




enabled me to deeply interrogate assimilationist aims of schooling in the research site. 
This research took place in a public school, within a predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community, in the Southern Appalachian region of the U.S. 
Furthermore, using critical ethnographic methods in this case study permitted me 
to “interrogate the various ways inequities in our society are sustained and promoted” by 
“provid[ing] descriptive and interpretive accounts of how such inequities create certain 
lived experiences for a group of people” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 117). Indeed, as 
Madison (2012) asserts, “critical ethnography begins with an ethical responsibility to 
address processes of unfairness or injustice within a particular lived domain” (p. 5). 
Therefore, through a critical ethnographic case study of four White female public 
kindergarten teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy 
curriculum (in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community), I sought to interrogate inequities in the language and literacy curriculum 
while “complicat[ing, rather] than comply[ing] with public, political, or professional 
desires to quick fixes to educational problems” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 1). This 
semester-long study (August 1st through December 31st is the time when teachers and 
students were getting to know one another and children were getting familiar with the 
school environment) has been the start of anticipated ongoing collaborative work with 
and within this predominantly-White working-class community. 
Through decades of ethnographic studies in and with communities, qualitative 
researchers have learned more about how knowledge is locally situated (e.g., Brodkey, 
1986; Heath, 1983; Cole & Scribner, 1978), and researchers have begun to learn more 




communities to share their situated knowledges (Harding, 1993). Moreover, taking a 
stance that knowledge is constructed from personal accounts and that subjective 
experiences hold invaluable knowledges (Mohanty, 2018), I have striven to highlight 
how four White female public school kindergarten teachers (who grew up in this or a 
similar geographical/SES/racial context and teach in a predominantly-White working-
class North Carolina mountain community) were making sense of and enacting the 
language and literacy curriculum. Below, I will describe the research design, in which 




   Qualitative research offers a range of methodological alternatives that 
can fathom the array of cultural and intellectual resources available to 
students and teachers within [working-class] households. This approach is 
particularly important in dealing with students whose households are 
usually viewed as being “poor,” not only economically but in terms of the 
quality of experiences for the child. (Moll et al., 1992, p. 132) 
 
In my qualitative research, a critical ethnographic approach has afforded opportunities to 
critically (re)read the rich context of everyday situated lived experiences, and a case 
study has enabled me to hone in on four White female teachers’ sense-making and 
enactment of the curriculum within a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. Though I have ultimately (re)storied these teachers’ experiences, 
as the researcher who completed data analysis and wrote up findings, I wanted the 





Kuby (2014) offers several methods for collaborative data collection and analysis, 
which have enabled me to center participants’ perspectives, and I chose three of these 
methods (narrative writings, memoirs, and embodied interactions) to take up with these 
four kindergarten teachers. During two of the one-on-one interviews, the teachers were 
asked to share narrative writings (juxtaposing childhood memories with teaching) in 
response to my sketched embodied interactions from classroom observations, as well as 
memoirs (reflective narrative writings) in response to sharing childhood literacy artifacts. 
These methods were employed to illuminate some of the complexities concerning how 
the four teachers experienced literacy as children and how their language ideologies were 
constructed, developed, and understood.  
The final one-on-one interview involved teachers sharing one or more meaningful 
photos and/or artifacts from childhood (noted above) as they discussed their own early 
literacy experiences. Memoirs were then prompted by the phrase, “I wonder if my 
kindergarten teacher knew…” as teachers were asked to discuss what they wish their 
teachers had known in terms of their early language and literacy experiences. With the 
embodied interactions (interactions with their students while teaching), I had sketched 
out and described a classroom interaction involving literacy in careful detail. The use of 
embodied interactions enabled us to discuss some of the specific ways that the teachers 
were engaging with children, in terms of teaching literacy and responding to language. 
As well, the teachers’ narrative writings elucidated connections between their own early 
literacy learning and their teaching. 
I had also requested for the teachers to collect artifacts from the classroom (i.e., 




and fliers) which I asked them to share the purposes and value of during all interviews. 
This method elucidated whether/how working-class families’ language and literacy 
practices were legitimized in this context and by these four teachers. 
These methods together have highlighted some of the ways that four White 
female teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum 
in their public school kindergarten classrooms and how they were negotiating the 
mandated curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class community. Teachers’ 
reflections on collected artifacts played a key role in the data analysis process, as this 
reflection highlighted the teachers’ situated meaning-making within a particular and 
complex time and place (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011). 
Furthermore, creating an audit trail (Vasquez, 2014) with these artifacts began to 
help us see the ways in which these four teachers were collectively making sense of 
working-class families’ language and literacy practices. The audit trail for this study was 
a collection of photographs taken over the course of the study (including artifacts that the 
teachers and I had collected and some of which we had previously discussed) and shared 
during our final conversation (group interview) as the teachers discussed tensions and 
possibilities for their language and literacy curriculum. 
This critical ethnographic case study took place during the first semester of the 
2019-2020 school year (August 1st through December 31st, the time where teachers and 
students were getting to know one another and children were becoming familiar with the 
school environment). While it was crucial to frame the context of the public kindergarten 
curriculum and of the predominantly-White working-class community in this semester-




teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. 
Ultimately, through a critical reading of the mandated curriculum, I sought to cast a lens 
on the deficit positioning and essentializing of Southern Appalachian working-class 
communities (through hegemonic discourses around what it means to have language and 
to be literate) within one school and one community. Highlighting four White female 
teachers’ experiences has indeed helped to complexify particular tensions that these 
teachers were navigating within a neoliberal context of assimilation through 
standardization, and I look forward to describing this more in Chapter IV. 
As mentioned above, this research has sought to locate four White female 
teachers’ knowledges within one public school located in a predominantly-White 
working-class community, because “denying the contextual influences on philosophical 
systems and trends is the work of an epistemology of ignorance” (Alcoff, 2017, p. 397). 
Furthermore, if we maintain a general perspective from the dominant viewpoint and 
monolithic lens (García & Wei, 2005), the larger fields of early childhood education and 
teacher education will continue to have limited/ing knowledge on how early childhood 
educators in working-class communities are making sense of and enacting the language 
and literacy curriculum. Educators, education researchers, and policymakers can be 
informed on the nonacademic literacy and language practices that teachers and students 
bring to a particular school setting and how these practices are (under)valued in and 
through the language and literacy curriculum. They can respond to the implications of 
such findings through their work in classrooms, communities, and policy. 
I recruited four White female public school kindergarten teachers in a 




in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context and who were willing to engage in 
classroom observations when school was in session (daily visits to each classroom in the 
first month, and weekly visits to each classroom for the remainder of the study) and 
observations of teacher team meetings (weekly September 1st through December 31st) 
where I recorded how the four teachers were interacting with students, discussing the 
language and literacy curriculum, and talking about students’ language and literacy 
practices. I also engaged in four one-on-one interviews with the four teachers in their 
classrooms during planning block and after school (September 1st through December 31st) 
where we talked about their own experiences and views around language and literacy 
practices. The four teachers and I engaged in a final group interview at a nearby coffee 
shop suggested by the teachers, where they discussed tensions and possibilities for their 
language and literacy curriculum. I collected artifacts (i.e., photos of classroom 
curriculum materials, student work samples, and community literacy resources—as well 
as reflections and childhood artifacts from teachers) during observations in their 
classrooms and in interviews. I asked the teachers to collect and share artifacts from their 
classrooms and the community as well. These artifacts provided focal points for our 
interviews and for data analysis, as I explored in depth my overarching question and five 
sub-questions along with emerging themes. 
As I was collecting and analyzing field notes, transcriptions, and artifacts (photos 
of classroom curriculum materials, student work samples, and community literacy 
resources) that provided context of the language and literacy curriculum and how these 
teachers were making sense of and enacting the curriculum, I wrote reflective memos in 




were arising. I also wrote analytical memos concerned with patterns that I was noticing 
related to research questions, as well as any surprises I was noticing in the data. 
Furthermore, I wrote methodological memos noting any changes I needed to make (such 
as structure of interviews, placement of myself in the space while observing, revisions to 
questions, or level of interaction with participants during the school day). Engaging in an 
ongoing reflexive process throughout the study enabled me to continually reflect upon 
how I was observing and interpreting what I had seen and heard and how my biases may 
have been influencing these interpretations. 
A multimodal component of my researcher journal—in which I overlayed, 
aligned, and juxtaposed images and words—complexified this reflexive process, 
illustrating how interwoven my experiences were in this study while aiming to center the 
four teachers’ experiences. This process is further informed by Holbrook and Pourchier’s 
(2014) arts-based methods, which elucidate the ways that we researchers are entangled in 
our work and which enable ongoing inquiry into our data. Member checks took on a new 
form in this study, as the data collection and analysis involved highlighting teachers’ 
storied experiences and perspectives throughout the process. Kuby’s (2014) methods for 
crystallization (embodied interactions, narrative writings, memoirs; described above) 
were leveraged to get even further at the four teachers’ meaning, rather than to fact check 
the data I had collected. I also communicated with the four teachers about any concerns 
they had with methods we were using or data I was collecting. Memoirs were audio-
recorded, transcribed, shared individually with these four teachers, and revised if desired. 




patterns and code these for developing themes, using my theoretical framework as a lens 
and research questions as a guide in this reflexive process of analysis. 
Throughout this critical ethnographic case study, I sought not to critique the work 
of teachers, but to place under a lens the assimilationist aims of the mandated language 
and literacy curriculum that these four White female teachers navigated and negotiated on 
a daily basis within a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community. Teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the curriculum were central in 
understanding the ways that teachers were negotiating the mandated curriculum, and 
observations and artifact collection were necessary to contextualize the classroom and 
community environment, curriculum, children, and interactions they were describing. 
Moreover, “ethnographic research is well suited to reveal the distribution of language 
varieties and social uses of literacy, among other factors, which could be used to 
determine what kind of literacy practice would be critical (that is, would best challenge 
norms of inequality) in a particular setting” (Anderson & Irvine, 1993, p. 83). In other 
words, it was necessary to see, hear, and read the overall complex social context in which 
people were communicating and making and assigning meaning. 
Having grown up in this community and having left with visceral memories of 
early public schooling—recognizing that I hold my own view of what is and can be 
critical—it was important for me to practice stepping back as a researcher. I sought to 
recognize how the context has changed and is changing, as well as how each teacher has 
a nuanced way of making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. 
Therefore, it was important to engage in this study with a minimum of three (to alleviate 




context). While I had anticipated three to six teachers taking part, four kindergarten 
teachers in one public school ultimately agreed to participate in this study. The following 
questions guided my research as I learned from these teachers’ experiences and 
perspectives: 
How are four White female public school kindergarten teachers (who teach in a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community and grew up in 
this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context) making sense of and enacting the 
language and literacy curriculum? 
1. How are the teachers constructing developing, and understanding language 
ideologies? 
2. How did the teachers experience literacy when they were children? 
3. How are the teachers negotiating the mandated curriculum? 
4. How are the teachers talking to and about children in their classrooms, in 
relation to the children’s language and literacy practices? 
5. How are literacy practices legitimized within this predominantly-White working-
class North Carolina mountain community public school? 
 
Implications from Pilot Study 
 This research evolved from an exploratory study of how teachers provide spaces 
for children’s agentive learning (defined in Chapter I). During years of classroom 
observations as a White teacher, student teacher, observer, teacher aid, supervisor, and 
emerging researcher, I had recognized the ways that young children’s questions and 




scheduled school curricula. Noticing the ways that children were expected to use only (or 
primarily) dominant American English in most of the settings and appeared to have 
limited physical and temporal space to explore the questions they were bringing up in 
school, I wanted to know more about the ways that teachers were providing these 
physical, temporal, and linguistic spaces for children’s agentive learning (despite the 
expectations of a standardized curriculum and a race to do more and more—Genishi & 
Dyson, 2009; 2012). My initial long-term goal was to utilize what I learned about these 
spaces to inform the ways that I would be discussing curriculum with teachers in 
working-class communities, where I planned to work as an education researcher and 
teacher educator. 
 The pilot study was taken up within a Reggio-inspired PreK class in New York, 
where I had worked full-time and had observed teachers consistently responding to 
children’s questions throughout the day. Teachers also held lengthy morning meetings 
that emerged from children’s current interests and inquired into children’s ideas about a 
topic/question that would guide their own research and learning. Further, teachers 
constructed a curriculum based on the children’s interests and resources (starting with 
home visits and introductory forms before the children entered the classroom and 
continually assessing and weaving in/building from children’s learning engagements). 
This was a convenience study, in that I had ready entry into the local and familiar site. 
However, it was also purposeful in that I wanted to learn more about the ways Reggio-
inspired teachers might inform my questions about providing spaces for children’s 




time and meetings) and held two interviews with the head PreK teacher and one interview 
with her co-teacher (outside of school hours).  
 I collected field notes and made reflective, analytical, and methodological memos, 
audio-recorded and transcribed conversations from two morning meetings and working 
times, and audio-recorded and transcribed interviews with the PreK teachers. I started 
coding based on patterns I was noticing in light of my research questions and looked 
across the data for patterns. While I initially thought the most informative data would 
come from classroom observations, what surprised me most were the interviews and how 
teachers were describing language and literacy and their roles in the language and 
literacy curriculum. While all three of the PreK teachers in this classroom appeared to use 
similar practices for listening to children and promoting agentive learning, the teachers 
talked about language and literacy quite differently in their interviews.  
It is important to note that, at the same time of this pilot study, I was teaching a 
graduate-level Language and Literacy in Early Childhood course with pre-service and in-
service teachers at an institution of higher education and became increasingly interested 
in the ways these teachers were conceptualizing language and literacy (particularly in the 
early childhood years). For instance, I noticed that the conversations in our university 
courses generally started with how we can support children’s reading and writing in 
dominant American English. In their university course conversations and writing 
responses, graduate students generally expressed favor for incorporating children’s home 
language and literacy practices but seemed concerned about how this would impact how 
much content they could cover as well as what it would mean for students’ success in 




expecting that literacy was equivalent only with reading and writing text and several 
expressed confusion when asked to discuss language and literacy practices of infants and 
toddlers. I often heard phrases such as, “They don’t have language yet,” and “How can a 
toddler be literate?” The readings, discussions, and engagements introduced ways to 
conceptualize language and literacy more broadly, and these broader notions were taken 
up in several students’ spoken and written responses, but I often wondered if students 
responded in ways that they thought I preferred, and I continued to develop strategies for 
introducing varied theories around early language and literacy learning in an effort to not 
center my own ideas about language and literacy learning and practices.  
Teaching the graduate course at the same time that I was conducting my pilot 
study encouraged me to think more deeply about what I was really looking for and how I 
was looking. I learned from experience over the years that children bring countless 
resources with them to school, that they are brilliant and capable and engaged in agentive 
learning. I also learned that teachers consistently have children’s interests in mind and 
that they want children to be successful. But I became increasingly curious about 
teachers’ conceptualizations of language and literacy, how they view various language 
and literacy practices, and ultimately (considering my experiences as a former White 
student and an aunt of current students in Southern Appalachia—described in Chapter I) 
how teachers recognize, honor, and engage families’ language and literacy practices in 
working-class communities. 
In my pilot study, focused on PreK teachers’ interviews and observations of 
meetings with children in the classroom, one piece that stood out from the observations 




child-led and emergent, and the children were mostly bilingual and multilingual in this 
PreK). Although children in the pilot study PreK classroom spoke a range of languages, 
they appeared to use spoken languages other than dominant American English only when 
they were playing in small groups or alone, in spaces away from adults (aside from one 
noted moment where a child introduced a Hebrew term during the morning meeting and 
the teacher encouraged the children to use the term).  
In reviewing and analyzing the data I collected, I began to notice how teachers 
may also be limiting children’s literacy and language learning through their responses 
(e.g., stopping a child from talking so the teacher could stay on topic, or responding while 
the child was mid-sentence). Lastly, a couple of children who were not readily engaging 
in the communicative behaviors expected by teachers (i.e., sitting quietly, taking turns, 
staying on topic, staying “serious”) were asked to leave the meeting space. These 
observations led further into inquiry concerning children’s expressed interests and official 
curricular plans, as well as how teachers may be honoring one or a few children’s 
communicative and meaning making practices over other children’s practices. On a 
broader level, I became increasingly concerned with the ways that I had been seeing 
children’s assimilation into formal schooling through the language and literacy 
curriculum. 
Findings from the pilot study informed the ways that I have approached this 
study, essentially taking a step back and seeking to learn from how teachers were making 
sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. Recognizing that some of the 
dynamics I observed in my pilot study were reflective of how I had experienced teaching 




take a closer look at the alignments and misalignments between early language and 
literacy curriculum and pedagogy. 
With a long-term research goal of better understanding the marginalization of 
working-class families’ language and literacy practices, as well as the re-production of 
inequalities in and through early schooling in my home community, I became primarily 
concerned with the literacy and language practices that both early childhood teachers and 
young children bring to the kindergarten classroom (many of the children’s first year of 
formal schooling in my research site—a predominantly-White working class North 
Carolina mountain community), as well as the ways these practices are (under)valued in 
and through the language and literacy curriculum. 
To highlight the inequities that are evident in and through language and literacy 
curriculum in one marginalized community, and recognizing that the study was going to 
involve getting to know the place and the people and the ways teachers were making 
sense of and enacting their language and literacy curriculum, I chose a critical 
ethnographic case study as it afforded the possibilities to learn from and with the 
community (specifically the White female kindergarten teachers who are introducing 
many children to formal schooling in this predominantly-White working-class North 
Carolina mountain community). In sum, my approach to this study as an insider/outsider 
seeking to learn from the stories of educators (kindergarten teachers who grew up and 
currently teach in this or a similar SES/geographical/racial context) necessitated a case 
study in which I was using critical ethnographic components to simultaneously and 
strategically interrogate the mandated language and literacy curriculum and to center 




Context of the Study 
This study took place in a public elementary school in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community, which is part of the geographically-
located and sociopolitically-constructed U.S. Southern Appalachian region. This region is 
mapped as the mountainous portion of eight Southern states (including Tennessee, 
Kentucky, West Virginia, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and 
Alabama) (Yarnell, 1998). While much research has been done on and for Southern 
Appalachian communities, few studies take up research with members of these 
communities. Experiences and knowledges of members of this working-class community 
have been largely ignored and discounted in the dominant discourses in and around 
education. 
Education researchers and policymakers have been tackling the current problems 
stemming from hegemonic norms of schooling, and as a White early childhood educator/ 
teacher educator with a focus on early language and literacy practices, I have been 
tackling the issue from my particular standpoint—using critical literacy and critical 
pedagogy to (re)read social injustices and to (re)write curriculum along with early-career 
prekindergarten teachers and pre-service teachers. Learning in and through my own 
practice as an educator, doctoral student, and emerging teacher educator, I have come to 
see the ways that—by placing the early childhood language and literacy curriculum under 
a critical lens—educators can disrupt hegemonic notions of what it means to have 
language and to be literate in the U.S. To do this critical work, educators, researchers, 
and policymakers need to know not about these communities; we need to learn from and 




were navigating and negotiating working-class communities’ language and literacy 
practices within their public school kindergarten classrooms necessitated choosing a 
public school in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community as the research site. 
 
Participant Recruitment and Selection 
To gain context for how children are socialized into formal schooling through the 
language and literacy curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community, I recruited four White female public school kindergarten teachers 
(who grew up in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context) by visiting two 
schools and proposing the study to kindergarten teachers. The first public elementary 
school that I visited was located in the community where I grew up, and the second 
school was located in a neighboring town where my mother grew up; both were 
predominantly-White working-class communities. 
It is important to recall that kindergarten is the grade in which the majority of 
children in this community enter into school. Thus, with an aim of understanding how 
working-class children are socialized in and through schooling as they familiarize 
themselves with the school context, I negotiated classroom observations (daily visits to 
each classroom in the first month, and weekly visits to each classroom for the remainder 
of the study), observations of teacher team meetings (weekly September 1st through 
December 31st), four one-on-one interviews with four public school kindergarten teachers 
(bi-weekly September 1st through December 31st) and one group interview with all four 




community artifacts (photos of classroom curriculum materials, student work samples, 
and community literacy resources) during these observations and interviews. 
When I met with the six kindergarten teachers in one of the public schools that I 
gained access to, I described the study and four teachers who met the criteria articulated 
interest and agreed to participate. These four teachers (see descriptions in Figure 3.1) 
were teaching in different kindergarten classrooms in the same public school, which 
allowed the context to be cased and complexities to be illuminated. Each teacher met the 
criteria described in the following section. 
 
Figure 3.1: Descriptions of the four participants 
 
Criteria. I recruited four White female public school kindergarten teachers who 
have situated knowledge about teaching kindergarteners in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community. According to Stoetzler and Yuval-




perception and knowledge production are socially organized have been seen as mediating 
and facilitating the transition and transformation of situatedness into knowledge” (p. 
316). It was important for the teachers to be able to relate to their students’ language and 
literacy practices; thus, I sought teachers who had grown up in this or a similar 
geographical/SES/racial context. Criteria for the selection of teachers were as follows: 
1. Teach in a different kindergarten classroom within the same public school, 
in the local community 
2. Grew up in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context 
3. Willing to talk about how they approach the language and literacy 
curriculum as we engage in audio-recorded interviews 
4. Willing to be observed while teaching in their classrooms 
5. Willing to be observed during teacher team meetings 
6. Willing to collect and share artifacts from classrooms and community 
7. Willing to engage in narrative writing and reflection. 
 Using these criteria, I recruited four public school kindergarten teachers who live 
in/around my home community and are teaching in different kindergarten classrooms 
within one public school, grew up in this community or a similar geographical/SES/racial 
context, were willing to talk about how they approach the language and literacy 
curriculum in audio-recorded interviews, were willing to be observed while teaching in 
their classrooms and in teacher team meetings, were willing to collect and share artifacts 
from classrooms and community, and were willing to engage in narrative writing and 
reflection. Four kindergarten teachers signed consent forms for being observed, recorded, 




kindergarten teachers and continued to communicate with them during the study but did 
not collect data for these two teachers. 
Gaining access. Finding teachers who are interested in being involved in a 
semester-long study is challenging, particularly when you are meeting new teachers 
without a prior relationship, as I was in the case of moving to a new area. Thus, I utilized 
my professional and personal networks to connect with schools and teachers. I visited 
two public schools in and around my home community, starting with the elementary 
school that my siblings and I attended, and was prepared to visit additional schools if 
kindergarten teachers in these schools had not been willing and able to take part in the 
study. Our family has strong relationships with members of the school and with local 
churches and businesses through immediate and extended family members’ service 
careers, and these relationships mediated connections with schools in the area. As well, 
my sister has taught in several elementary schools in the surrounding area, and I had 
volunteered in the schools and am still in contact with some teachers and school 
personnel. If needed, I had planned to utilize networks from engagement with local 
affiliates of the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC). I 
ceased recruitment once four teachers had met the criteria and agreed to participate.  
 
Data Collection 
I took a critical ethnographic approach to this case study, aiming to learn from 
and with kindergarten teachers who taught in a predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community. In doing so, I entered into the community and 




members engage with one another and with/within the environment, as well as how 
members talk about their engagements in this particular context (Bhattacharya, 2017). 
Utilizing re-envisioned methodological tools of ethnography (i.e., observation field notes 
and reflective memos along with a multimodal researcher journal, audio-recorded and 
transcribed interviews with excerpts for teachers to co-analyze, and co-collected and co-
analyzed artifacts) in this critical ethnographic case study, I participated and observed in 
this school and community for the first half of the school year (August 1st through 
December 31st—the time when teachers and students were getting to know one another 
and children were getting familiar with the school environment). 
To learn more about particular and complex experiences, I observed teachers in 
their classrooms as they were teaching when school was in session (daily visits to each 
classroom in the first month, and weekly visits to each classroom for the remainder of the 
study) and kindergarten teacher team meetings (weekly September 1st through December 
31st). I also engaged in four one-on-one interviews and one final group interview with the 
four kindergarten teachers. These interviews were listened to and transcribed 
immediately after I met with the teachers; I carefully listened back through multiple 
times, writing verbatim what I heard and noting tone and mood. As well, I collected 
artifacts (photos of classroom curriculum materials, student work samples, and 
community literacy resources) during these observations and interviews. 
Along with taking daily field notes and making memos with audio-recordings that 
I transcribed and analyzed, I was consistently referring to a reflexive journal with a 
multimodal component—illustrating patterns I was noticing and beginning to construct 




assumptions, biases, and questions. For an outline of the research methods, time and 
frequency of data collection, and purpose of data collection, see Appendix A. 
 
Data Analysis 
I organized data into Google folders: field notes with memos from classroom 
observations and teacher meetings, transcriptions from sixteen one-on-one interviews 
and one group interview with the four kindergarten teachers, and artifacts (photos of 
classroom curriculum materials, student work samples, and community literacy 
resources—along with the teachers’ memoirs, narrative writings, and reflections on 
embodied interactions described above). I listened back to the audio-recorded interviews 
the day that these were recorded, to make notes on anything I had missed that would be 
informative considering the research questions and to make memos. Then, I read through 
transcribed audio-recordings and wrote memos about what I was noticing and had yet to 
see in my journal. 
I began by utilizing a free transcription tool to produce the first draft of the 
transcriptions, which proved to have low accuracy, and most transcriptions were done on 
my own without the assistance of a transcribing tool. As I listened back a minimum of 
two to three times for each audio-recording, I made edits to the transcriptions where there 
were inaccuracies and added information from field notes (concerning tone, posture, 
gestures, facial expression, and affect) and made analytical memos as I was coding for 
recurring words/phrases and developing themes. Working completely through the 
transcription first, then again as I was making analytical memos and journal entries, 




were arising as well as themes that I was beginning to construct in light of my research 
questions (Bazeley, 2013). Data were typed into password protected Google drive 
documents, clearly labeled and organized with pseudonyms, dates, and memos. 
 As I was collecting field notes with memos, transcriptions, and artifacts, I was 
coding themes inductively by looking for patterns within and across the four teachers’ 
sense-making and enactment of the curriculum and deductively by consistently referring 
back to the research questions. Allen (2017) informs this process as he explains: 
   Axial coding is a qualitative research technique that involves relating data 
together in order to reveal codes, categories, and subcategories ground within 
participants’ voices within one’s collected data. In other words, axial coding is 
one way to construct linkages between data. Axial coding...involves constantly 
comparing emergent themes within one’s data set in order to make theoretical 
claims regarding one’s communicative conduct. Coding, or the process of 
inductively locating linkages between data, may occur in myriad ways such as 
behaviors, events, activities, strategies, states, meanings, participation, 
relationships, conditions, consequences, and settings, to name a few. (p. 82) 
 
I combined inductive and deductive processes through axial coding, and my researcher 
journal guided me through this process as I made sense of my own experiences and 
perspectives while centering the experiences and perspectives of these four White female 
teachers. Engaging in this data analysis process throughout the study enabled me to 
continually reflect upon what I was observing and interpreting in four kindergarten 
classrooms within one school located in a predominantly-White working-class North 
Carolina mountain community. 
Reexamining my data throughout the process, I began to solidify themes and 
reanalyze data using my theoretical framework as a lens to ascertain that I was addressing 
the research questions and reconstructing these as necessary. An alternative version of 




kindergarten teachers reflectively engaged with the methods of narrative writings, 
memoirs, and reflecting on embodied interactions along with co-collecting and co-
analyzing classroom and community artifacts (described above). Moreover, these 
selected methods of crystallization also “gave me space and permission to acknowledge 
my privilege, position, and power in society, examining closely the various communities 
and cultures I am a part of and the multiple identities I embody” (Kuby, 2014, p. 146), as 
I relate intimately to this work and find it impossible to separate myself from any aspect 
of it. Nor, did I want readers to feel separate from the work; we can all find relations in 
the complexities of our experiences, and this is where collaboration can begin. 
 Furthermore, I recognize that “social action and human experience are always, in 
every instance, highly contextualized” and that “making [contextualized holistic factors] 
discrete conceptually can greatly distort our understanding of what is taking place” 
(Carspecken, 1996, p. 25). Therefore, field notes were reflexively analyzed through my 
researcher journal with a multimodal component, and data were collected, constructed, 
shared and discussed along with teachers in the abovementioned ways so that teachers’ 
stories were written authentically, in a way that aimed to share their complex stories of 




 As a member of the predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community with whom I participated in this research study, and as an academic with a 




this study. Research with marginalized communities should always be entered into with 
recognition of biases and personal and professional aims; a consistent reflection on how 
my critical stance influences my research methods is necessary when working with any 
marginalized population (Denzin, 2003). Because I did not want to take up essentializing 
views of or colonizing approaches to research, or to assume that I knew what was critical 
for members of the community, I continued asking myself for whom and according to 
whom is this work critical? (Souto-Manning, 2014). 
While I have experienced social injustices of schooling in a predominantly-White 
working-class community, and am currently seeing these injustices play out in similar 
ways as I listen to stories about my nephew’s experiences in the same community, I have 
particular situated accounts of how children’s identities are negatively constructed by 
dominant expectations of the “successful” student. Certainly, I cannot fully know each 
teacher’s experience, and I cannot know each student’s experience; I can fully know only 
the experiences I have lived. Thus, I always strive to listen to these particular voices and 
see how these particular experiences are lived. 
With a growing critical awareness of assimilationist aims of schooling, I also 
recognize how marginalized communities are disempowered and disenfranchised in and 
by schools. Highlighting “lives [of people in marginalized communities] provides fresh 
and more critical questions about how the social order works than does starting off 
thought from the unexamined lives of members of dominant groups” (Harding, 1993, p. 
62). In entering this work, still, I feel a constant tension as a member of a dominant racial 
group who is soon entering the professional class, and as a longtime member of a 




Moreover, in my commitment to equitable education, I believe that this nation 
cannot achieve social justice for all until educators and students in marginalized 
communities equip themselves with the tools and platforms to agentively engage in 
dialogue about hegemonic ideologies permeating the language and literacy curriculum. 
Along with a growing force of critical qualitative researchers in Appalachian 
communities (Heath, 1983; Janks, 2013; Jones, 2013; Jones & Enriquez, 2009), I seek “to 
probe other possibilities that will challenge institutions, regimes of knowledge, and social 
practices that limit choices, constrain meaning, and denigrate identities and communities” 
(Madison, 2012, p. 6). It has been centrally important that the community participating in 
this study also see me as a member of the community—as someone who calls this place 
home and wishes to engage in educational transformation and sustainability of this 
working-class communities’ multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy 
practices. Yet, recognizing that critical work is going to look and feel differently for each 
one of us, and that community, language, and literacy mean something different to each 
of us, I truly “value the relationship built with the participant and put [myself] under the 
same ethnographic gaze as the one under which the participants are placed” 




Complicating the process of triangulation and finding comfort in the messiness of 
data analysis through methods of crystallization (Kuby, 2014), I referred to field notes 




artifacts, and a reflexive researcher journal in analyzing my own interpretations while 
centering the experiences and perspectives of teachers. Through this critical ethnographic 
case study, I have sought credibility by incorporating the multiple perspectives of these 
four White female kindergarten teachers and complex detailed description of the public 
school and working-class community in which they teach. Methods discussed above 
allowed me to hear participants’ multiple and situated perspectives. 
To further strengthen the validity of my findings, I referred to critical friends to 
“reflect on the research by reviewing and critiquing [the] process of data collection, 
analysis, and interpretation” (Mertler, 2017, p. 142). As well, I kept a reflexive researcher 
journal including memos on “initial interpretations, assumptions, or biases” (p. 143). I did 
not necessarily seek to disentangle biases from the research; rather, I illustrated how they 
inform and are informed by my positionality while centering teachers’ experiences and 
perspectives. I sought to consistently recognize and interrogate my own biases throughout 
the process and strived to share through writing the perspectives of people who were co-
authoring their experiences. Indeed, “practicing critical literacy depends on 
understanding that language is a value-laden tool and construes the ways in which we 
read, write, and contribute to the world” (Rogers, 2018, p. 4). 
My hope has been to explore and analyze the data in a way that maintains a clear 
focus while continually asking “critical for whom?” (Souto-Manning, 2014). This 
question has weighed heavily on my mind as I looked back over pilot data and analysis 
and recognized how leading my questions were and how limited my follow up with 
teachers was at that time. In other words, I have aimed to see myself as an instrument of 




skills as a researcher—recognizing that every choice I make influences what data is 
collected, how it is positioned, and how it is shared. Using methods of crystallization and 
engaging in more complex modes of member checking—through multimodal strategies 
that are responsive to the uniqueness of people and their experiences (Kuby, 2014)—I 
have sought to (re)story experiences in ways that honor these White female public school 
kindergarten teachers’ situated expertise and perspectives within a predominantly-White 




 An area of concern has been my deep-rooted relationships in the community with 
whom I engaged in this research study. Biases related to my subjectivity, along with the 
critical stance I have taken up, may have limited findings. My emic/etic positionality has 
allowed me to see both from an insider/outsider perspective, but I have remained 
conscious of how far removed I have been from the place and culture and how I am 
currently viewed by members of the community—as evidenced in conversation each time 
I visit (i.e., regularly being called a “Yankee” or “New Yorker”). I recognize that my 
position as a doctoral student and early childhood teacher education course instructor in 
an American institution of higher education geographically distanced from my research 
site has influenced the ways I am engaging with participants. 
A potential limitation was the risk of engaging in colonizing practices if I did not 
consistently maintain awareness of who the work is critical for (Souto-Manning, 2014). 




that I may simultaneously present ideas that I have learned from dominant discourses in 
higher education. Thus, guided by questions such as “critical for whom?” and “according 
to whom?” (Souto-Manning, 2014), my critical friends and reflexive researcher journal 
were crucial resources throughout the process of data collection and analysis, addressing 
this “methodological dilemma…in critical approaches to language research” (p. 201). 
Along this line, a significant limitation of this study is the strong focus on the 
intersection of working-class socioeconomic status and language and literacy practices, 
such that the racialization of language and literacy practices was not explored and 
analyzed in depth. The community where this research took place has an overwhelmingly 
White population, and four White female kindergarten teachers were the focus of this 
research; it is important to acknowledge that these teachers are greatly privileged by their 
White racial identity while being disprivileged by their language and literacy practices, 
gender, and socioeconomic status in and by schooling. While I studied the practices of all 
children in these teachers’ four kindergarten classrooms and present anecdotes and work 
from several children of color, I present more data from White children and do not 
expand on how different the children’s experiences are, in deeply racialized ways. I 
recognize this as a significant limitation. 
Looking ahead, there is a great deal of room for deeper interrogation of how 
language and literacy practices that I consider nondominant were experienced in deeply 
racialized ways, by the White, Black, biracial, and Latinx children who I engaged with in 
the public school kindergarten classrooms within the predominantly-White working-class 
community. While exploring children’s experiences in depth was beyond the scope of 




Again, the experiences of children of color and White children are deeply 
racialized, and by focusing on the teachers stories more than the students’ experiences, I 
have left out the children’s important stories. I value and, in consequent research, intend 
to more deeply explore children’s experiences in this community. In this study, I focus 
primarily on the experiences of four White teachers who are making sense of and 
enacting their public school kindergarten language and literacy curriculum within a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community. 
While this work is not intended to be generalizable, this study is an important 
contribution to teacher education, early childhood education curriculum development, 
policy and research. As the literature suggests, there is still much to be known about the 
diversity of Southern Appalachia, as well as teacher educators’ and early childhood 
educators’ roles in the language and literacy curricula in working-class communities. 
Moreover, this work can influence policies, in terms of how these are taken up in public 
schools, and it can add significantly to the literature in and around early literacy, 
language diversity, working-class communities, and linguistically-marginalized 
populations whose language and literacy practices do not align with the practices 
dominantly-positioned in and through schooling. 
 
Presentation of Findings 
 
Findings are presented in narrative form, describing the four White female 
teachers’ sense-making and enactment of the language and literacy curriculum in four 




and highlighting the themes that have been developed by coding inductively and 
deductively. Chapter IV will present a discussion of analysis and findings, in relation to 
the four kindergarten teachers’ sensemaking and enactment of the curriculum (from 
observations of classroom and teacher team meetings, interviews, and artifact collection). 
Ways in which the teachers were resisting and/or disrupting assimilationist aims and 
recognizing, honoring, and engaging working-class families’ language and literacy 
practices will conclude this chapter. Implications and conclusions for teacher education, 










The purpose of this study has been to take a critical look at the language and 
literacy curriculum in a public school kindergarten context, in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community where many children’s families use 
nonacademic language and literacy practices. In doing so, I have centered four White 
female teachers’ (recall descriptions of participants in Figure 3.1, on p. 83) sensemaking 
and enactment of the curriculum, because I view these teachers as experts who have 
situated and meaningful experiences that can give insight into inequities as these are 
(un)realized in school. Over the course of the study, each of these four teachers shared 
valuable perspectives through our one-on-one interviews, and our final group meeting 
brought this study full circle, as the teachers revisited artifacts collected across the 
semester and described some of the tensions and possibilities that they saw for the 
language and literacy curriculum. These tensions and possibilities will be illustrated more 
thoroughly as I share themes developed from analysis of interview transcriptions, 
observation notes, and data collection. But first, I invite readers into this community and 
school by introducing the context and participants and reviewing the data collection 
methods that enabled me to learn about their complex histories, identities, and practices. 
In describing the context, I present some of the curricular constraints that these four 




and literacy curriculum in this predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. Moreover, I have striven to make visible the multiple ways that 
teachers were consistently navigating increasingly-standardized teaching environments. 
These teachers’ stories remind us of intensifying pressures on administrators, teachers, 
and families to help children succeed in school—pressures that can tunnel our vision and 
cause us to focus on what children do not have more than recognizing, honoring, and 
engaging the multiple and complex language and literacy practices that children bring to 
all learning experiences. With these complexities in mind, I aim to sketch a broad yet 
accessible picture of the community and school where this study took place and to 
introduce some of the people I have engaged with over the course of the study. 
 
Introducing the (Historical) Context 
  Because I have a strong connection to the place where this study was taken up 
and to the people who live there, I primarily want to sketch—and not to draw a full 
picture—so as to leave space for readers to recognize the familiar aspects and perhaps to 
wonder about the unfamiliar. Furthermore, I recognize that this is my narrative and that 
the teachers stories are told within this narrative. Aiming to uphold these multiple stories, 
I start with the geographical landscape and how it has changed over time, then scope in to 
describe the school and classrooms as they are today and as they have previously been. I 
have hesitated from a strong desire to describe the children more centrally, but I maintain 
complete hope in their roles in education development and know their stories will be 
centered in many narratives to come. For now, my focus is on their teachers—whose 




discussed in our final meeting together, they seek to be recognized in and for their full 
humanity. And they wish to be trusted in their knowledge, expertise, and artistry as they 
engage in meaningful and relevant learning experiences with children who they feel 
privileged to teach on a daily basis. These four White women, who were educated in this 
or a similar context, are teaching in a public elementary school in a predominantly-White 
working-class community that is undergoing gentrification and increased pressures from 
county-wide curricular mandates. I have chosen to describe the community and school 
before more fully introducing the teachers, with the intention of ascertaining that these 
four teachers’ humanity is highlighted and left present in the minds of readers as they 
engage with the selected data sources from interview transcripts, artifacts, and field notes. 
The teachers were a central part of the community, and they lived important lives outside 
of these classrooms and navigated their roles as teachers in multiple and complex ways—
informed by a lifetime of experiences, relationships, and learning. 
 The community. This study took place in the community where I grew up and 
was first schooled, a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community. The census-designated area is referred to as a “fire district,” not a town, and 
has one public elementary school. Upon completing fifth grade, children living in this 
community continue onto middle and high school in a neighboring town and district. In 
the late 1990s, developers capitalized on the beautiful views at the peak of the valley and 
began construction by blasting the side of the mountain and widening the two-lane 




wooden sign at the top of the mountain that read “Welcome to Valley’s Peak1 
Community” was replaced by a tall metal state sign reading “Valley’s Peak Fire District.” 
Within a few years, the new sign was replaced with yet another sign: “Welcome to 
Valley’s Peak Fire District.” Beginning in the early 2000s, large housing developments 
have replaced forests and fields in this area, and the population of 2,600 is estimated to 
have increased by at least 1,000 people since the 2010 Census. While the population has 
become more diverse in socioeconomic status, and the average household income has 
consequently increased, the percentage of White people has remained overwhelmingly 
high at over 98%. Demographic data is somewhat inconsistent across sources, but data 
sources agree that about two percent of the population identifies as Asian, two or more 
races, and Native American (census.gov). Many local businesses still line the sides of the 
main highway, and at the time of this study there were only three traffic lights (two of 
these were added after the widening of the main highway). While the new housing 
developments were initially being constructed a bit back from the main highway, 
passersby can now see the houses crawling up the sides of hills and trickling into the 
backroads. Property prices have increased dramatically, and although the average 
household income has risen substantially in the past couple of decades with new 
residents, local businesses remain primarily related to labor, farming, social services, 
healthcare and animal care, craft artistry, and education. Mostly visible when driving 
down the highway are small (often family-owned) businesses that produce construction 
 
 
1 Valley’s Peak is a pseudonym for the state-designated community where this study took place. All 




and landscaping materials, entries into some newer housing developments, older houses 
and mobile homes with small yards, and patches of farmland. The latter two populate 
two-lane back roads that branch off of the main highway. Driving through any part of the 
community—which is just over six square miles—woodlands and small bodies of water 
such as creeks and ponds are visible. In many ways, the geography looks unchanged, 
though a few roads have been newly paved and some hills have been cut back for new 
housing developments. 
 The school. The public elementary school where this study took place, referred to 
as Valley’s Peak Elementary School, is located just off of the main highway that goes 
through Valley’s Peak. It is truly a part of the community, originally constructed one 
hundred years ago and the only public school for primary education for four generations 
of residents. The brownstone building sits back behind its front parking lot and is 
somewhat hidden behind a line of planted trees, but its brightly colored rooftop and 
waving American flag can be seen from the main highway. Each school day, students, 
teachers, and staff members stand and recite the American pledge of allegiance to their 
own classroom flag as the principal leads the pledge over the intercom. Regardless of 
where staff, administrators, parents, and children are during the pledge of allegiance, they 
are observed to stop and salute as they recite the pledge, which can be heard clearly 
across the five-lane highway in the parking lot where I would leave my car to avoid the 
car rider line. 
Visible from the school grounds are a local grocery store, post office, library, and 
bank. Just down the road are local businesses such as an antique store, a small mart, a 




businesses such as gas stations and a small chain store. Passing by the elementary school 
grounds, there is a large playground that has been hidden by trees planted along the 
perimeter. In the past, I could see the entire playground from the highway, and I 
contemplate why the choice was made to conceal this public play space. The school 
building itself has remained essentially unchanged since the 1970s, except for the 
addition of several classrooms at the back of the building that are not noticeable when 
passing by. A video surveillance entry system, which I habitually walked past during my 
first visit for this study, is the most recent addition. Entering the school, immediately 
noticeable are posters and a display cabinet with school goals and accomplishments, 
wooden waiting benches that have lined the painted cement-brick walls as long as I can 
remember, and an open office to the left. The school is modestly constructed and 
decorated and is generally quiet with occasional greeting voices in the hallways. Children 
walking in lines, or alone if they have an errand, will smile and sometimes reach out for a 
hug when they see a familiar face. Staff members will greet colleagues and visitors alike. 
Valley’s Peak Elementary School had employed new administration a couple of 
years before this study began. The school’s standardized test scores, which had 
previously averaged above county scores, were falling behind the county average. 
Around the time of this change in administration, the Headstart program had been 
removed. While the school still had a Title I status and received enough funding to bring 
staff resources and support primarily for literacy, academic standards had been pushed 
down by grade level, and kindergarten teachers were asked to meet standards at the 
beginning of kindergarten that had previously been set as end-of-first grade standards. 




so that they could show early academic progress, the support staff could only be 
compensated for part-days, and transition times cut into limited small-group instructional 
time. 
As leveled groups of students were identified, children would walk to different 
classrooms during small-group literacy lessons, and three to four leveled groups would 
simultaneously meet in each classroom. The teacher, teacher assistant, and a literacy 
support staff would lead these leveled groups of students. Depending upon the children’s 
identified reading levels, lessons would range from phonics drills with various literacy 
tools to guided reading with nonfiction and fiction patterned texts. This block was called 
“Launch,” which indicated a head start into literacy. Launch was a core part of the 
mandated literacy curriculum, which was spread throughout the day and included 
Fundations (phonics drills), Literacy (typically vocabulary lessons, concept mapping, 
shared writing, and independent writing), Read Alouds, and Essential Standards. Literacy 
was woven into the negotiated curriculum as well, including reading and writing centers 
whose materials and set-up varied across classrooms, circle time, and share time. 
 The focal classrooms. Each week I would visit the four kindergarten classrooms, 
which had many similarities yet were distinct. All four classrooms were located on the 
same hallway at the back of the school. Similar in each room were the wooden cubbies 
lining the entry wall and a large window and exit door to the back of the room. If the 
blinds were open and no materials were obstructing the view, either the school garden or 
a small playground could be seen through every classroom window. Each classroom also 
shared a suite-style children’s bathroom with a bordering classroom. At times, 




hallway doors. The classrooms were all furnished with required resources, such as large 
printed letters and numbers on the walls, goals for the day or week, calendars and ten 
frames to display and discuss the number of days in school, and a large Smartboard at the 
front of the room. Each room had its own choice of meeting carpet in front of the 
smartboard. And the tables and chairs, while grouped in each room, varied across rooms 
in terms of size, style, color, and function. 
Smartboards were utilized regularly for phonics lessons, sight word recognition, 
rote counting, movement, and transitions. Teachers also used Smartboards to introduce 
social studies and science lessons, displaying videos on topics like community jobs and 
types of apples. Centers were immediately noticeable in each room but were set up in 
different areas and included similar and nuanced materials when looking across rooms. 
Teachers described how the rooms were essentially bare when they had arrived, and they 
credited the school’s PTA as well as thrift shops and previous teaching positions for a lot 
of their materials and furniture. Rooms were arranged purposefully, with best practices in 
mind (as determined by the standards and the teachers). In each room, the teacher and 
teacher assistant had their own desk or working space, which often served multiple 
purposes such as a place for guided reading or assessments. 
 Classroom demographics. Each of the focal classrooms had twenty to twenty-
two students, and each classroom had more boys than girls. Across all four classrooms, 
seventy-two students were identified as White, six students were identified as Latinx, two 
students were identified as Black, and three students were identified as biracial. Twenty 
to twenty-five percent of the students in each classroom consistently used features of a 




An estimated twenty-five to fifty percent of the students in each classroom received free 
or reduced lunch, according to applications received, though exact data was unavailable 
to me. Students who are bilingual were grouped into two of the six kindergarten 
classrooms, and five students who were identified as bilingual were placed in one ESL 
classroom, while four students who were identified as bilingual were placed in the other 
ESL classroom (administrators and teachers described these two classrooms as the “ESL 
classrooms”). The school placed all children whose families had identified English as 
their second language in these two classrooms. The curriculum within these two 
classrooms did not officially include bilingual instruction, but children who were 
identified as ESL were pulled out for one-on-one instruction with a bilingual instructor 
each day. All other students in these four classrooms were identified as English-only 
speakers. Over the semester, I got to know each child in these four classrooms and 
regularly engaged in conversations with children in other classrooms during lunch and 
recess. I will present only a few of the countless stories these children shared, but I want 
to acknowledge the individuality and brilliance of every single child who developed 
friendships, engaged in learning, and shared important aspects of their lives in these 
spaces. 
A glimpse into each classroom. As noted above, each of the classrooms had a 
generally similar layout, but it was clear that each teacher created a space specifically for 
her group of students, often with help from her teacher assistant. Below, each classroom 
setting is described from more general to particular aspects, first utilizing sketchings of 
classroom layouts and photographs of daily schedules for a broader picture. As illustrated 




floorplans, with Ms. Bennett’s floorplan being the mirror image of Mrs. Roberts’s, Mrs. 
Davis’s, and Ms. Wright’s floorplans. Daily schedules are essentially aligned, though 
Mrs. Davis calls her morning meeting “circle time” and math block is split for recess in 
Mrs. Roberts’s and Ms. Bennett’s rooms. After presenting the overall context for each 
classroom, I highlight some nuances and exemplary examples through written 
descriptions and selected artifacts (photographs). Classrooms will be presented in the 
order which I first visited them: Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright. 
Immediately presented is Mrs. Roberts’s classroom layout (Figure 4.1) and daily 










Figure 4.2. Mrs. Roberts’s daily schedule 
 
I first visited Mrs. Roberts’s classroom and immediately noticed the plants around 




window) had begun to ease its way into the classroom. All sections of the room were 
furnished with text of some kind, whether the text was printed in books related to that 
area (e.g., construction books in the block area), on labels (e.g., the word “shelf” taped to 
a shelf at the children’s eye level), or included in teachers’ and children’s work (e.g., 
child’s written message posted in the drawing/writing center, co-constructed KWL 
charts). Tables were placed strategically throughout the classroom, generally apart from 
the centers for science, reading, dramatic play, math, writing and drawing. Every day, 
multisensory and manipulative materials (e.g., beans and letter tracing cards, shells and 
tongs, plastic connectors) were set up on the tables during arrival time for children to 
explore and work with individually or together as they arrived. 
Mrs. Roberts led lessons with an unwavering energy, and she described how she 
intentionally integrated song and movement into the daily curriculum explaining that 
children’s bodies need to move. Children regularly worked collaboratively, and one of 
the most prominent areas for collaboration was a literacy center that took up a significant 
portion of the back of the room. Books and other literacy materials (such as magnetic 
letters and storyboards), along with a large whiteboard easel, were available daily for 
children’s use. 
As photographed in Figure 4.3, the easel would often present a prompt for the 
children (e.g., picture of a fish with an arrow pointing to its fin) along with a literacy 
resource (e.g., alphabet chart with images). On this documented occasion, two children 
named Wes and Becca were crossing out the letters they had written backwards and 
circling the letters and words they had written accurately; this was not a documented 




particular engagement. At first, they were writing “fis” instead of “fin”—likely reading 
the picture as an image of a fish rather than an image of an arrow pointing to a fin. 
Noticeable in the background of Figure 4.3 are a few of the literacy materials used in 
Mrs. Roberts’s classroom, which she explained that she would intentionally change out 
periodically to build children’s literacy skills. 
While children were often observed using these literacy materials, including 
books, they were most often observed engaging with the whiteboard easel. On another 
occasion, a child named Connor was writing on the whiteboard and expressed to me that 
he wanted to make his sentence longer (Figure 4.4). While adding words and asking me 
how to spell the words that he was still learning, he made a line for each word he was 
planning to write (a strategy the class had been practicing together). As we talked about 
the sentence and what he wanted to add, Connor went from writing a three-word 
sentence, to eight words, to thirteen words. Upon completion, he eagerly called Mrs. 
Roberts’s attention to his sentence and she responded with zeal. 
Another compelling use of this whiteboard involved three students creating an 
engagement where they took turns to write familiar sight words and peers’ names (Figure 
4.5). As they were taking turns writing, Luisa, Enrique, and Paulo would occasionally 
giggle after they had written a word and would call out to a classmate to tell the person 
that they had written their name. A couple of their classmates came over to see their 
names on the board. Visible in Figure 4.5, the daily prompt had asked children to draw 
shapes and write the names of the shapes. There was a point at which Mrs. Rogers 





Figure 4.3. Photo of Wes and Becca’s work, following a prompt and creating strategies 
 





Figure 4.5. Photo of Luisa, Enrique, and Paulo’s writing of sight words and names 
 
Figures 4.3 – 4.5 illustrate only a few of the ways that children in this classroom 
were working together or with an adult to show what they knew in terms of their 
language and literacy skills. These artifacts also present opportunities for discussion 
around how teachers facilitate and expand learning opportunities in recognizing 
children’s particular interests and language and literacy practices. 
Mrs. Roberts’s classroom was rich with opportunities for practicing writing and 
collaborating on literacy engagements, and children created important uses for literacy 
materials. While center time was highly valued by Mrs. Roberts for its open platforms 
and opportunities for creative engagement, she also recalled that particular kinds of 
learning needed to be witnessed during walkthroughs. Next I will present Ms. Bennett’s 














Figure 4.7. Ms. Bennett’s daily schedule 
 
Ms. Bennett’s room was furnished with bright lighting, grouped tables, and 
multiple printed literacy resources along the walls (e.g., different kinds of large printed 
alphabets, labels on materials and furniture used by the children, multiple places to access 
printed names of the people in the classroom). Ms. Bennett described how tables were an 




had tried different table formations with a goal for facilitating community. They had 
worked out a system for rotating math centers, in which the teachers would move the 
materials in scheduled incrimites so that the children were able to engage with all 
materials during the math block. The children would also use these tables during Launch, 
a schoolwide curriculum for guided reading groups. During Launch, children were 
grouped by skill level in all classrooms, and these groups gradually shifted as children 
met predetermined milestones. Children who were placed in lower-skill groups would 
work primarily on Fundations content (a phonics curriculum implemented across all K-2 
classrooms) during Launch time. 
In Ms. Bennett’s classroom, math and literacy skills were equally practiced in 
whole group lessons on the carpet and in guided small groups at tables. Curricular 
expectations for using manipulatives, literacy materials, and platforms for sharing 
collective ideas were implemented with fidelity. During guided literacy lessons (as 
pictured in Figure 4.8), Ms. Bennett would regularly give each child a bag of 3D letters 
and an alphabet chart with corresponding images (i.e., apple with A, ball with B). She 
would ask each child at the table to place the 3D letters they knew on top of the matching 
letter on the alphabet chart and to place the 3D letters they didn’t know in the blank 
spaces on the chart, encouraging the children to also talk to one another about the letters 
they each had. She would further assess by asking the children to tell her the letters and 
sounds of the ones they had placed on images and, after some prompting, would tell them 
the names and sounds of the letters they had placed in the blank spaces. 
Ms. Bennett also discussed with me one of her favorite literacy practices, which 




and cut-out words. During one of these whole group lessons, Ms. Bennett asked children 
to take turns placing words from left to right as they co-constructed a sentence that they 
agreed made sense: “Look I am a teacher.” (illustrated in Figure 4.9). She had recited the 
anticipated sentence a few times beforehand and, after constructing it with cut-out 
misarranged words and punctuation mark, everyone read the sentence together. While a 
comma was part of the original collection of cut-outs, I noticed that Ms. Bennett decided 
to remove this punctuation mark as she mentioned to Mrs. Pratt that they could practice 
placing it later on. This literacy engagement utilized familiar sight words and led into a 
social studies lesson. Ms. Bennett would also often use the pocket chart for teaching new 
songs and poems related to the current curricular content, and students would have the 
opportunity to practice constructing and reciting these during centers. 
Another example that stood out in the artifacts is from an introductory social 
studies lesson, where the children had given ideas for jobs they would like to have. 
Noticeably, this image reflects the kinds of jobs widely held in this community, which the 
children later discussed. As the children shared ideas, Ms. Bennett did not suggest kinds 
of jobs but would occasionally label a job that was described (e.g., “vet” for “I want to 
take care of animals” or “biker” for “I want to ride motorcycles”). If a child called out a 
job that was already written, she would point to and read the word and say, “Okay, you 
would also like to be a…” and ask for another idea. Job names were written until no one 





Figure 4.8. Photo of Tommy using 3D letters to show what he knew during guided lesson 
 





Figure 4.10. Photo of children’s responses to the job they would like to have 
 
Figures 4.8 – 4.10 illustrate a few of the ways that Ms. Bennett engages her 
students in literacy lessons that assess and build upon literacy skills while facilitating 
collaboration and collective platforms for sharing knowledge and interests. Within and 
beyond the scope of these documented occasions, Ms. Bennett was consistently observed 
listening carefully to children and responding thoughtfully during guided small groups, 
one-on-one interactions, and whole group lessons. She discussed that she learned a lot by 
talking to her team members and through taking notes on practices that she would like to 
implement in her teaching. Next, I will describe Mrs. Davis’s classroom, starting with 










Figure 4.12. Mrs. Davis’s daily schedule 
 
 Mrs. Davis’s classroom had a noticeably large meeting space for circle time and a 
substantial area for building. She described her tables as embedded in the centers, as 
purposefully placed, and described literacy as an essential part of the learning that 
children were engaging in during centers (e.g., making grocery lists, preparing recipes, 




colors, and wall displays were kept to the minimum requirements to reduce visual clutter. 
Mrs. Davis stated that she preferred to create her own resources, such as a whiteboard 
calendar that she could easily adapt, in lieu of hanging a preprinted calendar with 
standard stickers each month. Many resources, such as co-constructed KWL charts and 
concept maps, were carefully drawn to look as realistic as possible (i.e. pictures of bats 
and owls were drawn to scale with accurate features). The reading center was nestled in 
the corner by the back door, and the (always busy) science center was directly under the 
large back window. 
A prominent member of the classroom was the class pet, Penny, a guinea pig who 
stayed in her crate by the word wall in the front of the room. Often, the children would 
talk to and about Penny, and she was sometimes heard joining the conversation by 
squeaking loudly. The science, building, and dramatic play areas were frequently busy, 
and the writing and drawing center were constantly buzzing with activity. Materials 
would be scattered about as children keenly focused on their projects and talked with one 
another about their plans to share their work. 
Children were observed making notes, drawings, and cards for classmates and 
teachers on a daily basis (see example in Figure 4.13), and I was offered a number of 
these as well. While there were mailboxes for saving work, more often than not, children 
would immediately hand their work to peers or adults or would place the drawings, 
written messages, and paper constructions in cubbies. This patient and focused work ethic 
was consistently modeled as Mrs. Davis would gather materials for an impromptu lesson, 




As illustrated in Figure 4.14, Mrs. Davis was often observed demonstrating 
concepts with hands-on materials and took her time in making sure that children were 
understanding and sharing their knowledge of concepts. On the documented occasion, 
Mrs. Davis decided to lead a whole group math lesson on the floor with a few visual 
objects in a game-like fashion. During the lesson, she was assessing children’s 
knowledge of number conservation and cardinality, understanding of more/less, as well 
as their skill in adding, subtracting, and subitizing. She frequently integrated standards 
into engaging lessons, where children called out in excitement and offered additional 
noticings. Children echoed similar give-and-take conversations while collaborating on 
intricate structures in the building area (Figure 4.15). They were typically left to their 
own planning and building and were allotted a large number and range of blocks, figures, 
and vehicles to work with. In this and other centers, children were observed sharing 
literacy practices, building communication skills, developing math concepts, and learning 
from one another’s ideas. 
 





Figure 4.14. Photo of Mrs. Davis playing a math game with the children in whole group 
 





Figures 4.13 – 4.15 show just some of the multiple ways that Mrs. Davis and the 
children in their classroom engage in careful development of messages, concepts, and 
structures. Mrs. Davis’s stated belief that literacy is a part of all learning is visible within 
and across all areas of the curriculum. While she proclaims her love for reading and 
writing text, and a conviction for teaching these literacy skills, her classroom 
demonstrates a strong value for engaging in multiple forms of literacy and opportunities 
for language. Next, I will describe Ms. Wright’s classroom, beginning with her classroom 











Figure 4.17. Ms. Wright’s daily schedule 
  
In Ms. Wright’s classroom, a variety of learning spaces and modes were also 
noticeable. Immediately noticeable, the seating and tables ranged in function and size, 
including low backpatters around a refurbished coffee table, child-sized yoga balls 
around a round table, curved plastic chairs around two rectangular tables, cushioned 




for the discover center (or to be borrowed during work time if preferred), and wider-
seated chairs around the kidney-shaped table used primarily for assessments. Learning 
centers were set up along the perimeter of the room, centering the round carpet where 
many whole group lessons took place. 
Ms. Wright often talked about how she loved being able to fill multiple roles as a 
kindergarten teacher, and the meeting space was in many ways a platform for the children 
and her to playfully perform. Subtle colors were used throughout the room, and Ms. 
Wright explained that she wanted the space to feel calm and comfortable. She also 
expressed that she valued organization and had set up structures to help the children keep 
materials organized. 
Ms. Wright regularly utilized the multimedia technology (Figure 4.18) to facilitate 
children sharing their knowledge and skills in multiple ways, including audio-recording 
themselves or a partner along with them. In the example illustrated by Figure 4.18, Ms. 
Wright led a whole group lesson while she and her teaching assistant, Mrs. Walton, 
offered one-on-one guidance for parts of the lesson. Similar to the learning experience 
that is pictured in Figure 4.18, multiple choices were always offered in the learning 
centers, and children regularly took up the opportunity to create individually or with a 
peer. 
Multimedia materials were strewn about the art table as children busily engaged 
in creating work for friends and family. As children completed art, teachers would 
display it on the cabinets (Figure 4.19), and children would often leave work that needed 
to dry, placing finished work in their cubby or handing it to a friend. Every day, the 




and utilized. Children embodied artists, scientists, firefighters, mathematicians, and other 
roles—all consistently encouraged by Ms. Wright by regular messages such as “We’re 
going to be scientists and explore…” 
The dramatic play area, while modest in size, accommodated many a creative 
scenario including regular realistic pretend play and comedic puppet shows. Ms. Wright 
stated that she wanted children to have many ways to think about an idea and frequently 
utilized drawing materials to work through word problems, demonstrating on the 
whiteboard easel and then asking children to complete their own word problem on their 
personal whiteboards (see Figure 4.20 for an example). She would take time to make sure 
everyone had recorded their answers and to explain their thinking (to a peer and/or the 
whole group) before moving on. 
 





Figure 4.19. Photo of Delilah’s drawing, displayed on the designated cabinet 
 





Figures 4.18 – 4.20 highlight only a few of the ways that children in Ms. Wright’s 
class are engaging with material in innovative and creative ways. Ms. Wright frequently 
talked about wanting children to show what they know in ways that they feel comfortable 
doing so. These artifacts illustrate how children are using multiple platforms, all which 
have the ability to be manipulated and used as children see fit, to share their work both 
visually and auditorily, through independent and guided hands-on exploration. 
While these four teachers followed the same county-wide mandated curricula, 
each teacher discussed and demonstrated the particular ways she was making sense of 
and enacting the language and literacy curriculum. Important to note, the highlighted 
classroom artifacts could tell a range of stories, and I have chosen to focus the discussion 
on how these four teachers were approaching the curriculum in this school and 
community at the time that this study took place. Having given a glimpse into the lives of 
these four classrooms, and the educators who facilitate these spaces and teach these 
children each day, I would like to further introduce what I have learned about these four 
women during my time with them in and outside of their classrooms. I have chosen to 
wait to introduce these teachers so that their descriptions of themselves remain prominent 
as readers engage with my presentation and discussion of data. 
 
Introducing the Participants 
Mrs. Roberts is a White woman in her early thirties, and this was her eighth year 
teaching kindergarten. After graduating from a local college, her first year of teaching 




young children and would often describe her children in conversation. While Mrs. 
Roberts was not born in this geographical/SES/racial context, she moved to the area in 
her youth, is committed to educating in this community, has married a local2 and is 
raising children in the community where the research took place, and talked about how 
she values the local language practices. She also reflected upon how her father is part of a 
historically and globally oppressed religious group and her mother grew up on a farm, as 
she described how early literacy was approached in differently-important ways by her 
parents. Mrs. Roberts is a member of the countywide focus team, and she is invested in 
developing the literacy curriculum—emphasizing a need to celebrate diversity and to 
teach global learners. 
Ms. Bennett is a White woman in her early twenties and was in her third year of 
teaching during this study. She has taught kindergarten since graduating from one of the 
top schools in the state, which the teachers often referred to as a great school. She also 
reflected on being an early reader and “bookish”. Ms. Bennett illustrated how her family 
is from all around this area, including small towns in the mountains and foothills, and 
discussed how her mom in particular dissociated from home language practices in 
response to being teased by classmates. Her father is a lifelong teacher and administrator, 
and his former stories about what was not working in schools influenced Ms. Bennett’s 
decision to become a supportive and intentional teacher. Ms. Bennett described her home 
language and literacy practices as distinctly different from her school language and 
 
 
2 Residents of the community whose families have lived in the area for generations refer to 




literacy practices. She frequently referred to the importance of teaching academic 
English, recognizing that her students come to school with a wide range of practices. 
Mrs. Davis is a White woman in her mid-forties and was in her eighth year of 
teaching as this study took place. She was raised in a neighboring town and identifies 
intimately with the language and culture particular to this geographical/SES/racial 
context. Her children grew up in this area, and some attended this elementary school. 
Mrs. Davis credits experiences of volunteering in her children’s classrooms as impetus 
for beginning a career in teaching. She entered into a degree program after being 
encouraged by one of her children’s former teachers. Mrs. Davis frequently talked about 
her connection to this community, expressing appreciation of and love for locals’ ways of 
speaking and being. Because of her grandparents’ positive influence, as well as early 
negative experiences in school, she greatly values that children’s ideas are represented 
and honored in school. Mrs. Davis was trained in inquiry-based curriculum and 
frequently credits mentors for her responsive approaches to the curriculum. 
Ms. Wright is a White woman in her late twenties and was in her sixth year of 
teaching after graduating from a local college. This was her third year teaching 
kindergarten, and she referenced the overly-rigorous curriculum of first grade when 
discussing her decision to move to kindergarten. She grew up and attended school in a 
neighboring town and has taught in a couple of elementary schools in this area. Ms. 
Wright’s family is from this area, and she uses some features of a nondominant Southern 
Appalachian English dialect in conversation. She briefly discussed childhood family 
hardships, which have helped her to connect with her students. Moreover, she frequently 




environment for her students. As a teacher in one of the ESL kindergarten classrooms, 
she expressed great interest in learning about multilingual approaches to curriculum. Ms. 
Wright frequently utilizes methods from trainings as she strives to be inclusive of 
students’ multiple ways of learning. 
The four kindergarten teachers who participated in this study collectively have a 
wealth of expertise, and each teacher emphasized the importance of educating young 
children. I observed how incredibly hard-working, committed, and focused the teachers 
were, and I often witnessed the collaboration with which they approached teaching and 
learning. I have described the larger context in which these teachers were working, 
narrowing in on some of the particular ways that Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, 
and Ms. Wright take up the language and literacy curriculum. I have introduced these 
teachers as they have described themselves to me, emphasizing what aspects of their lives 
led them into teaching young children. Next, I will discuss how I approached learning 
from these teachers within the wider community context that I have described, revisiting 
my data collection and noting some important adaptations, then sharing analysis and 
findings. 
 
Data Collection Revisited 
 
 In this semester-long critical ethnographic case study, Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, 
Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright were observed while teaching in their classrooms and during 
teacher team meetings each week. As well, these teachers and I collected, shared, and 




in four one-on-one interviews, discussing her journey into teaching, approaches to the 
language and literacy curriculum, relevant teacher learning and early literacy experiences, 
conceptualizations of language and literacy, and knowledge of the children’s home 
language and literacy practices. Aligned with a theoretical framework that was 
constructed to interrogate norms and forefront teachers’ stories, visual methods were an 
important part of the data collection and analysis. During the last two one-on-one 
interviews, visual methods were used to elicit memories and mediate connections 
between the teachers’ own childhood literacy experiences and those they engage in with 
their students. These visual methods also mediated academic discourse and created a 
space for reflexivity and transparency between me, the researcher, and the participant 
(Weber, 2008). Artifacts referred to during these two interviews included my sketchings 
of whole group interactions, work samples and photographs that the four kindergarten 
teachers had chosen for discussing their own early childhood literacy experiences, and a 
collage I had constructed to describe how my own early literacy experiences influence 
my teaching and learning. At the end of the study, the four teachers met me for a final 
group interview at a coffee shop that they had chosen, where I asked them to talk about 
some of the tensions and possibilities that they saw for the language and literacy 
curriculum. Artifacts that had been collected across the semester-long study were shared 
and further discussed during this final meeting. See Appendix F for lists of questions 
used to guide interviews, observations, and artifact collection and analysis. 
 It is important to briefly discuss methodological changes during the span of this 
study, including shortened interviews and more frequent observations of teacher team 




would constrict the time and location that teachers were able to meet for interviews. Due 
to family and job-related responsibilities, teachers met for one-on-one interviews after 
school and during planning blocks for twenty to thirty minutes. (Two teachers were 
primary caregivers for their children, and two teachers had a second job.) 
Retrospectively, the content of the first four interviews was more suited for one-on-one 
meetings, enabling space for teachers to explain how they each make sense of and enact 
the curriculum, as these experiences and approaches are individually situated. Lastly, the 
final interview involved meeting with all teachers together. This interview enabled 
teachers to revisit some of the key points from earlier meetings and to discuss overall 
tensions and possibilities for the curriculum, expanding upon topics observed in 
classrooms and team meetings. Although interviews were shorter in length than 
anticipated, participants responded fully to all interview questions and offered new 
insights to the study. Along with these changes, observations of teacher team meetings 
increased based on the multiple types of meetings: planning, intervention, professional 
learning community, and training meetings. Observation of these meetings amplified 
opportunities to learn about the ways that these teachers were negotiating the mandated 
curriculum, which will later be described in greater detail. 
During our first meeting, I had also introduced the idea for teachers to keep their 
own multimodal journal. While the teachers opted not to keep journals, they did collect 
artifacts to share in and outside of interviews and would spontaneously mention how our 
frequent informal conversations and interviews were influencing retrospection on 
experiences and rethinking of certain approaches. For instance, two of the teachers said 




their teaching. After sharing and reflecting on their childhood artifacts, all of the teachers 
said they wanted to start representing and celebrating the children’s writing and art more 
frequently and on larger platforms (e.g., presentations during the K-1 assembly, active 
hallway bulletin boards, and designated spaces in the classroom). The teachers also 
decided to start a bulletin board that celebrated their overall classroom accomplishments, 
and this board was witnessed hanging in the hallway on my last visit. Overall, the slight 
changes in methods enhanced the study by allowing for more focused interviews, 
increased opportunities to observe a variety of team meetings, and additional ways for 
teachers to document learning and growth through large platforms and collective modes. 
I am grateful for all that I learned during my experiences with the teachers and children in 
these classrooms and community, and I will next describe how I organized and analyzed 
the wealth of information collected. 
 
Presentation of Themes/Findings 
 
 As field notes were revisited and methodological, theoretical, and reflective notes 
were made in the researcher journal, recurring words and phrases as well as responses 
aligned with research questions were highlighted and clustered, and codes were drawn 
from clusters of data. With an aim to complexify and allow for surprises from data, I used 
methods of data play (Bazeley, 2013) by selecting data clusters with highlighted phrases 




visual representations of forged3 conversations from the teacher’s responses to interview 
questions (see Figure 4.21 for example). 
In the coding process illustrated, I had highlighted phrases that responded to 
research questions as well as phrases that frequently occurred within and across data 
sources. Figure 4.21 illustrates a forged conversation where teachers were describing 
their language and literacy curriculum (classroom setup, materials, routines, strategies 
interactions, etc.). Forging conversations allowed me to see what the teachers were 
individually and collectively saying about their enactment of the language and literacy 
curriculum, and elucidated some tensions around navigating the mandated curriculum. 
These forged conversations were shared with and presented to several critical friends in 
similar fields of study, and preliminary findings were shared and discussed in a research 
talk. Feedback from these discussions and presentations was used to hone themes and 
guide further analysis towards key findings. Moreover, hearing and reading multiple 
perspectives about what I was seeing and not seeing prepared me to view the data in new 
ways and to re-attend to my research questions where needed. 
 
 
3 Forged is a term commonly used in my upbringing, used when describing working with metal. 
While “forged” can also be understood as falsified or forced, I conceptualize these conversations 
as carefully created with content that exists across contexts—shaped into a single context while 
recognizing that multiple contexts still exist. Another way I think about these forged 
conversations, is that I have made visible the relationships between participants’ responses by 





Figure 4.21. Forged conversation from one-on-one interview responses 
 
In the later phases of analysis, every page of field notes, journal entries, artifacts, 
interview transcriptions, and multimodal data play were carefully combed through, and 
key words/phrases were entered into one collective document. For analysis of community 
artifacts (see Figure 4.22 for excerpt from collective doc), recurring words were pulled 
directly from the community fliers and newspapers (e.g., farm, art, storytelling). And for 
analysis of classroom artifacts (see Figure 4.23 for excerpt), photographs of classroom 
language and literacy-related materials, resources, and work samples were grouped in 
relation to one another (e.g., KWL chart, child’s drawing with letters), and categories 





Figure 4.22. Excerpt of codes pulled from looking across community artifacts 
 
Figure 4.23. Excerpt of codes pulled from looking across classroom artifacts 
 
Categories were then named (e.g., teacher and child created resources, 




developed from carefully looking across all data sources and participants while using 
research questions as a guide to keep themes focused (see Figure 4.24 for excerpt). Four 
themes were mapped across participants and data sources (see Figure 4.25 for excerpt) 
relating to (1) curriculum for school readiness, (2) (un)realized opportunities for 
linguistically inclusive4 community, (3) agency in responding to children’s multiple ways 
of learning, and (4) recognizing humanity and supporting potential. 
 
Figure 4.24. Excerpt of categorizing codes and moving towards themes 
 
 
4 I use the terms inclusive and include not merely in terms of curriculum being accessible 
to everyone, but in terms of how we go beyond recognizing marginalized practices to 






Figure 4.25. Excerpt of developing themes in light of problem and RQs 
 
Having introduced data collection methods, coding processes, and development of 
themes, I will now present the four aforementioned themes. I want to be clear as I present 
the first theme: expectations for children stem from constant pressure on teachers to do 
well and from ingrained though not always realized hegemonic ideologies related to 
perceived capability. It is not my intention to judge or negatively describe teachers’ 
approaches. I do, however, believe it is important to begin with presenting and analyzing 
data related to this theme, as a way to illustrate the problem as defined in this study: The 
early childhood curriculum is too-often based on narrowed/ing conceptualizations of 
“literacy” and “language,” which negatively position nonacademic literacy and language 
practices and result in schools failing and further marginalizing working-class children 
and communities. I have arranged the order of these themes intentionally, and in 
discussing themes I will build toward potentially transformative analysis. 
 
Curriculum for School Readiness 
While questions concerning curriculum for school readiness were not explicitly 




approaches that were related to conceptualizations of school readiness came up again and 
again in the data. Ideas about, and approaches to, curriculum for school readiness were 
informed by teachers’ early language and literacy experiences as well as their teacher 
preparation, professional development, and county-wide assessment measures. School 
readiness was linked with language and literacy practices; teachers were consistently 
negotiating definitions of (and expectations for) language and literacy as they assessed 
(and talked about assessing) children. Nonacademic language and literacy practices were 
often positioned through a deficit lens, using normative assessments. Prominent codes for 
this theme were: foundation, ready, PreK, and preschool. 
I will first describe one of the most salient occurrences that speaks clearly to this 
theme. The following describes a teacher team meeting, which the school’s 
administration had joined. This meeting was documented in field notes5 and reflected 
upon in the researcher journal: 
   In late-October, the kindergarten teachers were completing assessments for their 
students, based on how many letters and sounds the students could recite when 
presented with a chart and oral questions from the teacher, as well as how many 
sight words from county-determined lists they could immediately recognize. 
There was some confusion about whether the children could use references when 
responding to questions about letters, sounds, and sight words. Calculating a 
percentage for the grade level and setting a percentage for the upcoming goal in 
November were prioritized during this meeting. Pressure from the county level, 
based on the last year’s low numbers, was trickling down to administrators, 
teachers, and inevitably children in the classrooms. Meanwhile, teachers 
discussed tensions concerning how many of the children were experiencing 
formal schooling for the first time and had not been working on letters, sounds, 




5 Field notes are presented as data sources, apart from the chapter narrative, in order to situate 




In this meeting as well as each kind of meeting I observed, teachers fretted over 
helping children demonstrate that they could meet curricular goals. While specific 
information shared during intervention meetings must remain confidential, general 
discussion focused on how to help identified children improve in demonstrating literacy 
and math competency as well as positive behavior. During these weekly meetings, 
teachers shared and discussed a mandated electronic spreadsheet, in which they 
documented previously identified issues, ongoing interventions, and any new outcomes 
or changes in interventions. In meetings, teachers mentioned that they knew children 
were meeting the goals but that they did not have time to assess everyone, or the 
mandated assessments (often administered through iPads) did not capture what the 
children knew. For instance, several times a teacher would say, “I know he knows this,” 
or “I’ve seen her do this.” 
During interviews when teachers were asked about their roles as early childhood 
educators, each teacher talked about kindergarten as a foundation for school success and 
discussed the importance of PreK and school readiness. In interview transcripts as well as 
observation notes, the importance of academic knowledge (including how to be in 
school) and use of academic English was prominent. Every day, Mrs. Roberts’s class 
would start the day with a chant about getting ready for college, which illustrated value in 
college-track education. 
   This is the way (hey!) / We start our day (hey!) / We get the knowledge (hey!) / 
To go to college (hey!). (Field notes, 8/29/19) 
 
During my final visit to her classroom, Mrs. Roberts followed the chant with a 
message to the class, saying that there were many kinds of colleges for a range of jobs 




the implications of kindergarten experiences for children’s futures, whether these 
experiences were good or bad, and described how the kindergarten year could impact 
many years to come for the children: 
   There’s so many um, amazing opportunities that lie ahead. So kind..6 just 
getting them excited for, for learning… You have to build confidence, and you 
have to build excitement for learning. (Interview with Mrs. Roberts, 10/21/19) 
 
   It’s setting that foundation and then making them see how much fun it is. And 
that school is a great place. ‘Cause if you have a bad first year, it can set it up to 
where it lasts with you for a long time. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 10/1/19) 
 
   Just trying to instill in the kids, too, the… even if they don't get enough, as 
much of the foundations, just to understand what a privilege it is to know how to 
read and what joy it brings you in life. Not just that you need it to get by, ‘cause 
you do, but the joy it can bring. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 11/7/19) 
 
   You’re building the foundation of everything. They’re still at that, at that stage 
where they’re soaking everything in. And their brains are developing and they’re 
developing social skills… It’s so important at this age for you to instill a love of 
learning, and a love of school, and coming to school. And feeling comfortable and 
safe enough to take risks and enough to step out of their comfort zone. And 
enough to explore and create. And connect. You know? And.. and.. as they get 
older, if that wasn’t.. if that wasn’t created in preschool and in kindergarten, as 
they get older then they’re doomed. (Interview with Ms. Wright, 10/7/19) 
 
 Each teacher talked about the positive ways that she wanted children to see and 
experience school and literacy (e.g., excitement for learning, how much fun, what joy it 
brings, love of school). Teachers also recognized that a “bad year...lasts with you for a 
long time,” “if that [positive feeling] wasn’t created...then they’re doomed,” and “you 
need [reading] to get by.” It is clear that these women take their responsibilities as 
kindergarten teachers to heart and that they recognize a need to prepare children in this 
 
 
6 The use of .. indicates a pause, not to be confused with excerpted text or a break in conversation. 




working-class community for long-term academic and career success. Pressures related to 
curriculum for school readiness underlaid the teachers’ responses concerning children’s 
home language and literacy practices. 
When asked “How would you describe the children’s language and literacy 
practices?” teachers indicated a normative standard against which children expected to be 
measured. Early on in the study, there was a more common occurrence of describing 
what children do not have when they come to school. Kindergarten appeared to be 
viewed as the starting point for learning; even when prompted to expand, the learning 
that had come before kindergarten was rarely discussed in interviews unless the learning 
had occurred in PreK. There was also a strong emphasis on knowing and using English 
correctly (read: dominant American and/or academic English): 
   Even if they’re not using [the word] correctly at first, you validate what they 
already know and move them from that. (Interview with Mrs. Roberts, 10/21/19) 
 
   Kindergarten is really an interesting grade and age, because it can be just about 
anything for that ground level. So I have some kids who are still using the wrong 
pronouns for people, like they’ll say “her is pushing me” instead of “she is” or 
they’ll say like, um, “his is bothering me” and things like that. It’s like “who?” 
because typically at this age, kids have the pronouns down because they’re 
spoken to and spoken around enough that they have pronouns. (Interview with 
Ms. Bennett, 10/7/19) 
 
   This class in particular, there.. it is a very wide range. I have ones who came in 
here who knew certain sight words already. Um, most of these kids did not go to 
preschool though. And I have ones who, they can’t spell their name. They don’t 
quite recognize it yet. They had a hard time recognizing it. Now, they do now, 
after several weeks of school. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 9/12/19) 
 
   Usually in preschools, if they’ve done letters already, then they’re usually a 
little more concise with their pronunciation [and] sounds. And they’re usually 
socially already a little more experienced. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 9/12/19) 
 
   I know I’ve had kids who come in who, I mean, it may be with language they 
use, that certain words are okay for them at home, and then trying not to shame 





   I don’t think a lot of them have been [in PreK]... It’s kind of like you can tell. 
The ones that have been stick out like a sore thumb. They know their letters, they 
can write their name. Um, they respond to directions really well, they know to 
wait for me to call on them. And then I have about sixty percent of them who I 
don’t think have had any structure. (Interview with Ms. Wright, 9/13/19) 
 
 Again, the teachers felt a strong need to prepare children in terms of school 
readiness, and this was linked directly with language and literacy practices (viewed here 
as communicating and making and assigning meaning). Moreover, these practices were 
described as being developed in school; little to no discussion of building these practices 
at home occurred. Ms. Bennett, who talked about her own conflicting home and school 
language practices, frequently discussed the need to teach standard and academic 
English. Illustrating one example of fixing language practices, she described the 
Fundations curriculum and offered an example using the “B, bat, /b/” phonics card: 
   If I’m saying B says ‘buh’ then it’s not.. that’s not teaching them the actual 
sound. And then it’s more difficult for them to read later on. And so we get kids 
that are trying so hard to say a sound. And their parents have taught them.. if they 
didn’t have preschool, they’re going ‘B, b^at, buh’ and they’re not saying the 
sound correctly. And so you kinda have to fix that. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 
9/12/19) 
 
 Ms. Bennett explained that there is variation in what children are learning in the 
home, in terms of language and literacy. And children who have had preschool 
experience were viewed as being more prepared and easier to transition (for both teachers 
and students) into kindergarten. How to be at school and academic learning were 
seemingly not viewed as related. Below I offer several excerpts from three separate 
interviews with Ms. Bennett, to illustrate her importantly situated perspectives as 





   Now, obviously, sometimes parents are like.. they are.. they’ve taught their kids 
sounds. And that’s a thing that sometimes happens, but not as often. And so we 
see a big difference between non-preschoolers and preschoolers. We.. we have a 
lot of non-preschoolers this year. I’ve noticed. As a whole. Our grade level as a 
whole has a lot of non-preschoolers. And it makes a difference, at least in the 
beginning. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 9/12/19) 
 
   Last year I had a ton of kids that had been in preschool, so our beginning of the 
year last year was the smoothest transition I probably will ever have… And this 
year we’ve had a couple more, like, little conflicts and little head buts. And so 
that’s been fun and interesting to navigate. But they’ve been doing really well and 
we’ve seen so much growth with this group. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 
9/12/19) 
 
   All the kids that did not go to preschool or daycare, this is whole new world. So 
they have to get used to just how to be at school, and what it means to be a 
student, and what it means to be an active participant, and what it means to get 
along and share. So they have to learn that before you can really focus on the 
academic side of things. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 10/7/19) 
 
   But when they’ve come from a preschool, I’ve noticed that typically they have a 
higher vocab. They have a higher, um, social skills in general and are better 
conversationalists with other people. Now with their families, they’re usually 
great conversationalists, because they’re around their family. (Interview with Ms. 
Bennett, 10/7/19) 
 
   So something that I kind of wish that I had taught a little more in the beginning 
was I want them.. and we've been talkin’ about it more now. So they've been 
better about this. But we.. I always say that when we.. when we’re answering a 
question, that we need to answer like a scholar. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 
10/21/19) 
 
 For Ms. Bennett, it was important that children take up academic practices, in 
terms of how they engaged with the curricular content and communicated with others in a 
classroom setting. She saw the “student” identity as something to develop through being 
in school and noted how children with PreK experience were more prepared for the 
language and literacy expectations in kindergarten. She also acknowledged that while 
children may communicate well with their families, they needed to work on 




Wright also described what it was like to teach children to read when they had not had 
academic reading experiences at home, noting how there was a lack of awareness of what 
to do when the teacher gave an instruction: 
   Students who, you know, students who are coming from a home where they’ve 
never been read to or they’re always in front of a screen or they have never been 
to preschool.. and you come in here and you’re like, “Put your finger on, where 
we’re gonna start reading.” And they’re like, [looking around for where to point] 
“I’m gonna point to the sky. Because I don’t even know what you’re saying right 
now”. (Interview with Ms. Wright, 10/7/19) 
 
   A lot of my kids have that.. it’s like that Southern drawl. But it’s… you know 
what I’m.. what am I tryna say. It’s like the, “My mom don’t let me do tha^t.” 
And.. and just.. I obviously... they’re not gonna have correct grammar because 
they’re five, and some four. (Interview with Ms. Wright, 9/13/19) 
 
   I have a lot of students in here who speak other languages. And so, making sure 
that that vocabulary.. that they’re understanding that vocabulary of, like, a “title” 
or a “book”. “This is a book. This is what a book looks like.” Um, because a lot of 
times they’re not gonna grow in their reading if they can’t even understand you”. 
(Interview with Ms. Wright, 10/7/19) 
 
Though discussed primarily by Ms. Bennett and Ms. Wright, this tension around 
teaching academic language and literacy skills was emphasized by Mrs. Roberts and Mrs. 
Davis when talking about children who use nonacademic language and literacy practices, 
more so when English is not a child’s primary language and when the teachers 
acknowledge a family’s low SES background. These teachers often used words like 
validate and celebrate, to describe how they legitimized nonacademic language and 
literacy practices. And the kinds of responses that these teachers describe themselves 
taking up were witnessed across multiple observations: 
   Even with my ESL… sometimes it sounds like they’re not even making sense, 
but I’m just… I’m validating everything they’re giving me and letting them just 
talk. They have to be able to just talk, and freely talk. Um, that’s where their 
language is gonna expand and grow, and um they’re able to practice it. (Interview 





   It’s kind of like, um, very blue collar where they come from. A very, very 
country background. I had a child before, who, oh my gosh. I mean it, the family 
didn’t have running water for part of the year. But they were so good at coming 
up with, like, strategies for like playing that didn’t deal with technology. I 
celebrated that with them… I’ve had families where parents were illiterate and so 
they couldn’t help their kid learn to read at home. Um, but I will tell you that 
child had a gift with… what am I thinking of, his, uh, visual-spatial skills were 
incredible. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 10/1/19) 
 
 The teachers were describing tensions for instructing children who use 
nonacademic language and literacy practices at home, tensions which arguably stem from 
normative ideologies about what it means to have language and to be literate. While 
teachers discussed desire to legitimize nonacademic language and literacy practices, 
assumptions stemming from normative ideologies sometimes led to labeling, evaluating, 
and fixing—as observed in meetings and evaluations. In an important conversation, Mrs. 
Roberts described needing to fix language that one child in particular uses, while 
navigating the tensions of how she also does not want to take away from his ways of 
communicating. I have included an extended excerpt below, to illustrate the way Mrs. 
Roberts navigates these tensions. As well, I want to be transparent that there was a point I 
interjected. I acknowledge that this may have steered the remainder of her response. 
   I’ve noticed that, like, [Tyler] will say things a little bit differently and I don’t.. 
Um, a lot of the other students don’t.. aren’t able to understand what he’s saying 
right away. Um, one thing, there’s definitely a speech deficit. So he’s getting, um, 
he’s gonna be looked at for speech. But another thing is just how he, that’s just— 
 
[E: How he phrases things?] 
 
   Exactly, exactly. And so I repeat what he says to feel.. to help him feel 
validated. And then I kind of like, ‘So you mean to tell me?’ Like, and he’s like, 
‘Yeah, yeah!’ And he’ll like, you know, kind of use the words I used a little bit 
too.. which I’m not trying to change but.. some.. some of the things, um.. umm.. 
just need to be modeled a little bit. I love.. I think the way he talks is absolutely 
sweet as pie, and I don’t wanna take that away from him. 
 






 I was somewhat surprised by Mrs. Roberts’s reflection and recognize that this 
surprise caused my utterance. During all of my observations, I was able to understand 
Tyler, and I did not record any instances of children expressing (whether verbally or 
nonverbally) that they could not understand him. Tyler is a White boy who consistently 
uses features of a nondominant English dialect and has a strong Southern accent. While 
he did phrase things differently than what was anticipated in school, his language always 
made sense to me and appeared to be understood by his classmates. Tyler was focused 
each day and consistently showed creativity in how he engaged with language. I recorded 
a particular moment where children were thinking of synonyms for “good” and Tyler 
suggested “likeful,” which I had noted as a creative response. Tyler’s eyes were 
animatedly on the teacher, the child responding, or the teaching material throughout each 
lesson, and he responded to each question with thoughtfulness. He was frequently writing 
and drawing during centers and would spontaneously practice writing letters and words 
that he saw in the environment. During small groups and independent work time, Tyler 
was focused and would sometimes check in with a peer. At other times during centers, he 
was actively engaged in creating dramatic play scenarios, exploring the science center, or 
figuring out how to use manipulative tools such as matching locks and keys that had 
corresponding numerals and grouped dots. Tyler had made several close friends, and I 
observed him putting his arm around a friend or joking with someone during each of my 
observations. Though he was placed into the “low” reading group and stayed in this 
group for the first few months, he had moved into another group around the time that my 




The teachers’ conversations illustrate how they are navigating tensions around 
teaching children who use nonacademic language and literacy practices. Mrs. Roberts, 
Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright talk about how they want to see children as 
more than students, and they show strong efforts to know these children well. Yet, 
pressures related to school readiness, underlain with hegemonic ideologies about what it 
means to be literate and to have language, deeply influence teachers’ sensemaking and 
enactment of the curriculum. Sometimes, we teachers tighten our bonds with children 
who we know are grappling with curricular content. But it is important that we also 
recognize how we are viewing children in our classrooms and work to shift our 
perspective to fully recognize, value, and engage working-class children’s multiple, 
purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices for all their richness and 
complexity—rather than see these as potential problems to fix for school readiness. Ms. 
Bennett further discussed children’s identities as readers and the importance of children 
identifying as readers early on: 
   This is when we really start learning how to read, and what it means to be a 
reader. And I’m telling them like “Just so you know, you guys are already 
readers.” And they’re like “No, I can’t read,” because kids take things very 
literally. And so we get, you know, a pre-A text. So simple, patterned, etcetera. 
We work on it together. I’m like, “Guys, you just read that book!” And they’re.. 
they’re all.. the shock. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 10/7/19) 
 
There is space for expanding the conversation around children’s notions that they 
“can’t read,” including varying and extending the types of texts we are using with 
students, as well as our expectations concerning how these texts can be read (e.g., 
pronunciation of words, strategies for decoding, etc.), and I will discuss this idea further 
in implications. Illustrated in the preceding data, Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, 




language and literacy practices for school readiness, while recognizing that children in 
this working-class community come to kindergarten with a wide range of reading and 
writing abilities. There is a focus on perceived capability in terms of school readiness, 
and there is much room for discussing multiple literacies and diverse linguistic practices. 
 The first theme has illustrated potentially problematic notions about children’s 
home language and literacy practices, when these do not include academic practices. 
These notions, when considering literature on critical consciousness and critical literacy 
(Freire, 1970; Shor, 1999), are often unconscious and stem from hegemonic normative 
notions of academic practices that are deeply embedded in school curricula focused on 
standardized assessment. The following themes move toward potentially transformative 
practices—in terms of recognizing, honoring, and engaging working-class children’s 
language and literacy practices—while some possibly missed opportunities are described. 
 
(Un)realized Opportunities for Linguistically Inclusive Community 
The second theme was identified as (un)realized opportunities for linguistically 
inclusive community, in light of the teachers’ many discussions around the importance of 
community and their indications that inclusion could / could not be fostered through the 
curriculum. Noticeable were underlying assumptions that curriculum prevents 
opportunities for building community. After the discussion of findings, I look forward to 
unpacking some of the implications of teachers viewing community building and 
curriculum as separate entities, but first I will illustrate how this theme was recognized 
and defined. It should be noted that sharing stories from home and/or ideas about 




and responding to children’s spontaneous verbalizations throughout the day. Teachers 
made conscious and intentional efforts to build community in their classrooms. 
Prominent codes for this theme were: community, share, and leadership. 
Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright all placed emphasis on 
community, in relation to children socializing with, respecting, and loving one another. In 
interview responses, these aspects seemed to be somewhat dichotomized with academics 
and curriculum in general. Ms. Bennett described teaching content versus engaging in 
community building, and Ms. Wright described community building in kindergarten 
versus work and endurance in first grade: 
   Last year was the year that we were really like, “We really want to work on the 
community aspect of our room and not just the academic.” ‘Cause first year of 
teaching was very survive and teach what you're s’pposed to. So second year, now 
that I kind of knew what to teach, I was like, “I feel like I can do more community 
building”. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 9/12/19) 
 
   It kinda goes from like, you know, creating this big classroom community and 
this is how we love on each other and respect each other and treat each other like.. 
like a friend and like a family member. It’s a lot of that community building and 
having a relationship with your… students and teaching them how to play to [then 
first grade], “Okay, this is how you work, this is how...you build endurance, and 
you sit for a long time”. (Interview with Ms. Wright, 9/13/19) 
 
 The teachers also talked about an emphasis on academics versus community, and 
a need for learning versus community building. The following excerpts in particular can 
illuminate how teachers may not see community building as part of curriculum content. 
In the first excerpt, Mrs. Roberts is referring to a race to get students to the point where 
they know all sight words from the first three predetermined lists. The second excerpt 





Mrs. Roberts: It’s because you’re pushing all the academics. And there’s no time 
for community. (Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
Ms. Bennett: It’s the best when kids love each other. 
Mrs. Davis: I know. 
Mrs. Roberts: It is. It is, and— 
Ms. Bennett: And when they don’t, it’s hard to have a good class. Your learning 
experience is gonna be different. 
Mrs. Roberts: And your job as a teacher is to figure out how they can [love each 
other]. 
Ms. Bennett: And problem solve— 
Mrs. Roberts: To problem solve and to say, ‘Okay, you know what? The learning 
isn’t important today. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
 In the group interview conversation, learning appears to be situated as separate 
from community building. Yet, these teachers implicitly acknowledge that the language 
and literacy curriculum for kindergarteners should include community building. Indeed, 
the teachers consistently enacted curriculum for building community and an important 
part of their community building, as recorded through observations and interviews, was 
facilitating the learning of names and faces. Ms. Bennett described one of her favorite 
ways to encourage children to learn each other’s names, using books that are made 
specifically for a group of people by inserting their names into the story: 
   So when it's their name [inserted into a story], you just see them light up… And 
they’ll all look at each other, like “It’s you, it’s you!” And so it’s like a cool mix 
of building those reading, those foundational reading skills and talking skills, but 
also the social and community aspect, because it’s good for name learning and it’s 
good for just putting a name to a face too. (Interview Ms. Bennett, 9/12/19) 
 
 As Ms. Bennett mentioned, this engagement is also an example of integrating 
academics (specifically language and literacy content) with building community. There is 
potential as well to evolve these stories over time so that the books are fully written by 
and for the children who are reading them—constructed with the children’s linguistic and 




the group interview, above) are equally important ways to engage children’s language 
and literacy practices, linking curriculum and community building, and each of these will 
be expanded upon in implications. On a related note, Mrs. Davis described multimedia 
technology as an obstacle to community building. The potential of multimedia 
technology, as she viewed it, was not discussed at the time of the interview, though she 
did later credit the educational music videos as a fun way to engage in collective singing 
and dancing: 
   We were told we were supposed to do everything on the Smartboard. And to 
me.. And I tried it, I honestly did. I tried it for a few days and it just.. it.. well.. It 
wasn’t.. it wasn’t part.. it wasn’t.. we weren’t a community. (Interview with Mrs. 
Davis, 10/24/19) 
 
While I had noticed the absence of digital technology in Mrs. Davis’s morning 
meeting time—which was focused on children’s names and integrated math, language, 
and literacy—other instances were noted where community was enhanced with the use of 
Smartboards, such as when Ms. Wright played a birthday video of a child’s choice and 
everyone danced together (Field notes, 11/14/19). Again, teachers talked much about 
community involving love and respect, and an important piece of data includes how 
mistakes should be embraced in community-oriented classrooms according to Mrs. 
Roberts: 
   And creating this classroom community where mistakes are part of the.. 
literally.. part of it.. embraced.. and part of the learning. (Group interview, 
12/8/19) 
 
While embracing mistakes can mean that teachers do not judge or belittle a child 
for doing something perceived as wrong, I contemplate how—in a community of 
culturally and linguistically diverse learners—we might think about multiple ways of 




This is particularly in light of how teachers legitimize nonacademic language and literacy 
practices. In a curriculum that centers community, how do we also make the curriculum 
linguistically inclusive? In other words, how do we fully recognize, honor, and engage 
working-class families’ language and literacy practices? It is challenging to think of a 
community as linguistically inclusive when a child’s ways of pronouncing a word or 
structuring a message, when that way aligns with his linguistic knowledge, is viewed as a 
mistake (e.g., saying “b^at” for bat, stating “My mom don’t let me do tha^t.”). 
When nonacademic language and literacy practices are positioned as mistakes, we 
teachers miss opportunities to learn about community members’ diverse linguistic 
practices. Furthermore, Reaser and colleagues (2017) expand on the particular ways that 
nondominant English dialects are viewed, constructed, and assessed in schools. Instead of 
recognizing “nonstandard” dialects as having important features related to linguistic 
culture, normative curricula and standards construct nonstandard English dialect features 
as grammatically incorrect usages and often suppose a lack of intellect in the language 
user (Reaser et al., 2017). In implications, I will suggest what it could mean for 
community building to be central in the mandated kindergarten curriculum—specifically 
linguistically inclusive community. But I raise this point now, in light of the conversation 
that continued just after Mrs. Roberts’s point about embracing mistakes, which illustrates 
how teachers were reflecting on their concerns around community building and relating 
this to socializing children into school. The teachers’ concerns related to children’s 
behavior in the first couple of weeks of school, and the teachers credited their focus on 
community as a way to facilitate a space where children got to share who they are and to 




Ms. Wright: You remember the beginning of the year when we were all freaking 
out? 
Mrs. Roberts: Yeah. 
Ms. Wright: We’re like ‘These kids are different. Something’s in the water.. 
They’re like.. They are.. There’s not respect.. They don’t like each 
other.’ I see.. I see.. it’s like night and day for me. And I blame it 
on community building. It is a completely different classroom. And 
it’s because they get to share. They get to say, “I like this about 
you” or “Good morning, so-and-so.” Or they do little handshakes 
with each other. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
This noticing opens up space for talking about varying language and literacy 
practices along with community building, for instance, in terms of how teachers and 
students can recognize and discuss the multiple ways that people feel and show respect. 
What looks and feels like respect for one person in a community may not look and feel 
like respect for another person in the community. Moreover, as this group conversation 
moved forward, the teachers openly shared their ideas about a need for balance and a 
recognition that we are different people who approach learning differently. Centrally 
important, these teachers posited that teachers and students need to have relationships and 
meaningful engagement to really learn. Below, the teachers are getting at the inequities in 
mandated curriculum and calling for a revision of the curriculum. This realization has 
significant implications for recognizing, honoring, and engaging families’ and 
communities’ language and literacy practices: 
Mrs. Roberts: I mean, there needs to be a balance. 
Mrs. Davis: My kids are not as fast moving.. But mine.. There is a distinct 
community in the classroom. 
Ms. Bennett: It took until most of November for mine to know their letters and 
sounds. It’s just different kids. Four different people, different 
points. That’s how it works... 
Mrs. Roberts: No learning can take place unless there’s a relationship. You may 
think that you’ve taught your child.. or your children.. your class to 




retain it, they’re not gonna hold on to it, they’re not going, I 
mean— 
Mrs. Davis: They can regurgitate it— 
Mrs. Roberts: They can regurgitate, yes but— 
Mrs. Davis: But that doesn’t mean that they’ve made meaning with it. 
Ms. Bennett: And we want them to enjoy it. They need to like, I mean, we’re the 
first year. If they don’t like it with us, dear Lord, they have a long 
road. And that’s sad. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
Teachers indicate here that learning goes far beyond giving and receiving information—
that learning is mediated through relationships and enjoyment—and that a person has to 
make sense of something that is new to them. This portion of the conversation opens an 
important discussion about multiple literacies, which will be discussed further in 
implications. 
In connection to the excerpt above, one significant example of building 
relationships and learning about everyone’s home lives is sharetime. All of the teachers 
who participated in this study have sharetime in their classrooms, and it looks very 
different in each room. In Ms. Bennett’s classroom, the children talk about what they did 
during the weekend (on Monday, or the first school day during that particular week): 
   Mondays we always do, How was your weekend? ...Always. I ask it every 
Monday. There’s no.. I don’t do anything else. It’s just easier for them. And they 
want.. it’s already something they want to do. And more kids participate on a 
Monday than any other day. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 10/21/19) 
 
Ms. Bennett described her class’s sharetime after I had presented a sketching of an 
embodied interaction to her. Each time I observed sharetime, the children chose whether 
or not to share aloud to the group after sharing with a partner. A stuffed animal was 
passed around the share circle as an indicator of whose turn it was to talk. While 
sharetime was an important practice for bridging home and school lives, children 




understood or that their ways of making and assigning meaning were different from what 
was expected. 
A White child named Bud, who used a quiet murmur and consistently employed 
features of a nondominant English dialect, often was not understood by teachers and 
would lower his head and smile when politely asked to repeat or asked for clarity. 
Important to note, looking away or slightly to the side and keeping a low tone while 
conversing is a fairly common practice with my family members and locals within and 
around this community. Additionally, while Bud’s stories were detailed, animated and 
captivating through his spatial storytelling (moving about the room and using his arms to 
draw objects in the air as he described what had occurred), people often seemed confused 
by the way he structured his story or missed parts of the story as he was moving around. 
Sometimes while observing, I contemplated how the language and literacy curriculum 
could be planned and enacted so that Bud’s storytelling would be fully recognized, 
honored, and engaged.  
Opportunities for building community, such as sharetime, are taken up on a 
regular basis in and across these four classrooms. Yet, teachers discuss how many of 
these opportunities are missed, and some that are taken up can inadvertently leave 
children out of the conversation. Valuing these opportunities as having the potential to 
centrally position marginalized language and literacy practices, often while observing and 
listening I considered ideologies that influence the recognition, honoring, and 
engagement of language and literacy practices important to children’s identities and 
family cultures. Mrs. Roberts tapped into this idea as she described what it means to her 




   Language is how they communicate, how they share their ideas. How they.. 
um.. learn about the different people and learn different views… encompasses so 
many different things. And it’s who they are, and how they perceive the world 
around them, and how they’re able to express the world around them. (Interview 
with Mrs. Roberts, 10/21/19) 
 
 Mrs. Roberts’s reflection illustrates how important it is for teachers to define, for 
ourselves, what it means for children to have language and to be literate. She also 
reflected later on how these definitions stem from early experiences (telling me just 
before one of our one-on-one interviews started: “I’ve been thinking about this and I’ve 
been meaning to share more about my childhood”) and how they frame our teaching and 
learning (noting in interviews that she seeks to give students learning opportunities that 
she realizes she had missed—emphasizing teaching a community of global learners).  
Teachers’ conceptualizations of language and literacy certainly influence our 
interactions with students and the ways we aim to build community, which I will expand 
upon in implications. Some of these important interactions were illustrated when the 
teachers presented platforms for integrating community and academics—which 
subsequently engaged children’s language and literacy practices. For instance, Mrs. 
Davis identified strategies that subtly yet powerfully position children as experts in their 
community of learners, as well as how she learned these strategies from mentors who 
took an inquiry-based stance in teaching. During interviews, Mrs. Davis explained the 
importance of community building and teaching through her class’s circle time: 
   [My mentors] were very big about being on the floor and being with the 
children and um, that was where I got the whole lucky leader thing. (Interview 
with Mrs. Davis, 10/24/19) 
 
   Circle time [a daily morning meeting co-led by the lucky leader] is my very 
favorite. I love that time of day. I love the fact that we come together and that we 




get that first taste, I think, of literacy in the classroom. Because we do so much 
work. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 9/12/19) 
 
During this daily meeting described by Mrs. Davis, the lucky leader (a child who 
has been chosen for that day and whose name has been on the calendar since the month 
began) sits next to Mrs. Davis with the floor-level whiteboard. The lucky leader co-leads 
an integrated lesson including reading and pronouncing names, using listening and 
speaking skills, demonstrating respect for others when they are talking and being greeted, 
identifying and naming letters, recognizing and counting syllables, recognizing words, 
identifying words within words, counting, adding/subtracting, utilizing math tools (e.g., 
ten frame and calendar), and demonstrating awareness of cardinality, number 
conservation, and prepositions. Reading, writing, phonics, sign language, celebrating 
accomplishments, and other concepts and skills have been documented in each of these 
meetings. This example has profound implications for integrating community building 
and academic learning, recognizing children as experts who have multiple literacies and 
linguistic expertise to share with the group. Importantly, the example shows a great 
deal—but certainly not all—of curricular content that can be meaningfully integrated into 
a relatively short meeting, when carefully approached and built upon over time. 
Ms. Wright also described a daily morning meeting, where a White child named 
Russel leads the whole group phonics lesson. She reflected on the value for peers to see 
each other as experts and leaders, as well as the value of teaching to learn and learning to 
teach. She also discussed the importance of students feeling ownership through classroom 
jobs that build community: 
   He gets up [to lead the phonics drill] and the kids are much more interested 
because it’s like, ‘This is our friend.’ And he does it. So not only does he feel 




actually learning. Because, sometimes we learn when we teach. (Interview with 
Ms. Wright, 9/13/19) 
 
   So I try to do.. to have strategies that create leadership for students. Or create, 
like, students are feeling ownership of their work and what they've done. 
(Interview with Ms. Wright, 11/18/19) 
 
 Ms. Wright’s value of ownership, responsibility to community, and leadership 
were illustrated in her daily curriculum, as children maintained their community roles 
(i.e., classroom jobs) for several weeks, rather than switching these out each week. And 
she chose these roles along with children with their personalities and interests in mind. It 
was important to Ms. Wright that children looked up to one another and sought to learn 
from one another. In several conversations, teachers discussed the importance of children 
being interested in, caring for, and supporting one another. The teachers spoke towards 
this inclusion in their final conversation: 
Mrs. Roberts: You have to grow community… What is impressive is they love 
each other. They are— 
Ms. Bennett: They support each other. 
Mrs. Davis: Respectful to each other. 
Mrs. Roberts: Respected. Respectful— 
Ms. Bennett: They’re excited for each other. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
 In this meeting, the teachers introduced fundamental aspects of a learning 
community, in which people grow together, support one another, learn how respect is 
given and received, and feel excited for one another’s accomplishments. In implications, 
I will expand on this kind of community building, particularly with child-led lessons and 
share times, and how it has the potential to facilitate a linguistically inclusive community. 
Considering how to build community in ways that recognize, value, and engage 




importance in working-class communities where children engage with language and 
literacy in ways that do not align with dominantly-positioned academic practices. 
When presenting key data from the second theme, I have highlighted the ways 
that teachers were discussing the importance of getting to know children through teacher-
child relationships and facilitating children’s developing relationships through 
community building. I have hinted at implications for linguistically inclusive community, 
an area for development, to be further discussed in implications. Though these teachers 
see and often take up opportunities, they sometimes feel opportunities are not readily 
available with all that they feel pressured to accomplish each day. And while I witnessed 
some un-realized (i.e., not enacted) opportunities for linguistically inclusive community, 
there were important moments in which teachers used their agency to not only recognize 
but to respond to children’s multiple ways of learning, which can inform how educators 
move closer towards recognizing, honoring, and engaging children’s working-class 
families’ language and literacy practices. This agency, conceptualized here as finding or 
creating space in the curriculum to center children’s learning interests or follow through 
on children’s initiated engagements, is described in the next theme. 
 
Agency in Responding to Children’s Multiple Ways of Learning 
Regardless of top-down pressure on teachers to enact a curriculum for school 
readiness and sometimes unrealized opportunities for linguistically inclusive community, 
Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright strove to learn each child’s 




learning. The following data were developed into a theme informed by the codes: 
interests, best for children, flexible, moments. 
Multimodal teaching and learning methods were observed across all data sources. 
These teachers regularly connected the prevalence of multimodal and multisensory 
learning opportunities with their own ways of learning, along with what they understand 
as best practices for teaching young children. They enacted responsiveness to children’s 
ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating through their instructional 
teaching, morning meetings, guided activities, co-constructed learning resources, and 
interactions during centers. Moreover, teachers’ discussions during team meetings and 
interviews included ways that they were being, and hoped to be, more responsive to 
children’s multiple ways of learning. And teachers often discussed their agency in 
facilitating responsive learning spaces. In a one-on-one interview, Ms. Wright was 
talking about agentively selecting pieces from various required curriculum models that 
engage the children in her class: 
   And [the curriculum models] are all, you know, saying the opposite of each 
other. And so that's when you have to, like, jump out of the pot and say, “These 
are my kids... I know how they learn…” And you take bits and pieces of what 
you've learned… and do what's best for my kids to where I can see the kids are 
interested, they’re engaged, they’re growing and moving forward. (Interview with 
Ms. Wright, 11/18/19) 
 
Ms. Wright was illustrating tensions that many teachers feel, along with 
recognizing her agency in constructing curriculum that is relatable and accessible and 
challenging for the children in her classroom. Mrs. Roberts talked about her value of play 
spaces as she described how she set up her room for “learning everywhere”: 
   I don’t wanna say we’re required to make our classroom like this, but we are 
encouraged to because it is best practice… And I’m on the kindergarten focus 




are set up… around, um, this philosophy… learning everywhere. It’s not just at 
your table. (Interview with Mrs. Roberts, 9/13/19) 
 
Mrs. Roberts was taking up a role at the county level, bringing teachers’ ideas to 
the table and ascertaining the importance that children express themselves through 
multiple modalities and require these modalities to learn. She and Mrs. Davis frequently 
talked about being proponents for play. Ms. Bennett discussed how she, as a new teacher, 
had asked administration if she could take a couple of mornings to observe other 
teachers’ morning meetings during her first year, in order to be more intentional about 
her own: 
   I implemented so much in my morning meeting [from these observations] and 
now I feel so much better about my morning meeting as a result, because I wasn’t 
doing share time and I wasn’t looking for letters and words in our morning 
message. I was just breezing through things. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 
10/21/19) 
 
Ms. Bennett was feeling a need to develop her teaching so that her class’s 
morning meetings were not diluted or brushed over; she made a choice to invest in her 
own ongoing learning, to engage children in more complex learning experiences. Mrs. 
Davis discussed how she had learned over the years to make teaching engagements her 
own, considering her group of students and how they learn: 
   I was like, “I’m gonna do [this premade lesson] and it’s gonna look awesome 
and it’s gonna be really cute and it’s gonna be fantastic.” My kids did not respond 
to it. And it would have been a waste of their time for me to continue with it. And 
so I think that’s what I’ve had to learn more with, um, curriculum is to try to be 
flexible with the way I teach things. (Interview Mrs. Davis, 10/1/19) 
 
Mrs. Davis was resisting the fast-paced and tightly-structured curriculum and 
developing her own integrated lessons for including the multiple ways that children learn. 
Each of these teachers uses her agency in the classroom; yet, each has felt this agency 




of pressures to meet curricular mandates, all of these teachers adapted curriculum in ways 
that made sense to them and felt more responsive to the children they knew well. 
Moreover, teachers noticeably extended this agency as they gained experience and 
demonstrated their competency as teachers. For instance, Mrs. Davis and Mrs. Roberts 
were observed to make more significant changes in the structure of the curriculum while 
Ms. Bennett and Ms. Wright more often made adaptations within the required structures. 
In the final group conversation, teachers were talking about the need for spontaneous 
learning opportunities and reflecting upon the constant pressure to make their lessons 
look the same. Mrs. Roberts described how she restructured her day when she noticed the 
children wanted to share more about an outdoor event they had just taken part in: 
Ms. Bennett: Sometimes you just gotta go with the flow, and go where the 
classroom climate’s taking you.. And it’s not.. We’re not all gonna 
look the same when you look into our rooms because of moments 
like that. 
Mrs. Roberts: You know what? We had a leaf fight the other day. And, yes, we 
had math walkthroughs coming through. I didn’t care, because we 
wanted to write a story about the leaf fight we just had at recess. 
So we did a shared writing about it, and then we moved onto math. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
 This experience, where children were able to continue discussing and sharing a 
collective message about something they were excited about in the moment, is an 
important example for demonstrating how the children’s ways of learning and their 
interests were responded to. In implications, I will discuss how examples like this can be 
talking points for teams of teachers who want to center working-class families’ language 
and literacy practices in their curriculum—across racial identifications. Moreover, when 
teachers are afforded time and space outside of school to talk about tensions and 




elaborate on this notion in the final theme and in implications, after presenting detailed 
moments of agency from each classroom. 
Teachers’ agency was noted during classroom observations and documented in 
artifacts, as teachers would make impromptu decisions based on students’ ways of 
learning, sometimes getting a bit behind in their schedule or not completing a planned 
task but centering the children’s learning interests at that time. Below, I return to the 
classrooms, introducing a detailed description from each of these contexts, where the four 
teachers used their agency to depart from the mandated curriculum, if slightly. Recording 
and collectively reflecting upon these moments gives space for conversations that can 
lead to more and more intentional uses of agency. It can ultimately be a mode for 
teachers to note where and how they are (and can be) centering children’s language and 
literacy practices. 
In the following example, Mrs. Roberts connected to children through her own 
home experience of having an unexpected visitor, which was similar to stories she had 
heard some of the children tell: 
   Mrs. Roberts noticed children piling into the reading center when it was time to 
transition. She made a joke about how many people could fit, and the children 
took this as a challenge to see if everyone could squeeze in. Instead of redirecting, 
Mrs. Roberts observed the children piling together and began taking pictures to 
share with their families. While photographing, she noticed a picture of a bear on 
her phone, which she had taken the night before as she spotted the bear in her 
front yard. She asked if the children wanted to see the picture of the bear and they 
excitedly responded with interest. As the class moved to the carpet and Mrs. 
Roberts began showing the picture while actively telling her story, the children 
began telling stories about bears they had seen in their yards or around the area. 
Only a few children had seen bears on TV but not in person. After a rich 
conversation about the many bear visitors, Mrs. Roberts invited the children to 
draw stories about their experiences. The children moved to their seats with 
excited expressions, likely visualizing how they were going to tell their own bear 





I later asked Mrs. Roberts about the observed interaction, and she discussed how 
much she loves to see children build community and to share interests from home. She 
also discussed how the children would often come in wanting to share experiences from 
home, and several of these related to outdoor activities such as fishing and visiting the 
nature center. While the piling into the literacy center, introduction of the bear photo, 
discussion of the nightly visitor, and collective bear storytelling were not planned, Mrs. 
Roberts recognized and took up an opportunity for weaving a topic, that the children 
showed a strong interest in, into the literacy curriculum. The writing and drawing that 
ensued appeared relevant for the children, as witnesses of the nightly visitor and as 
storytellers with their own portrait to portray. Children’s work was not measured against 
a model to be followed but was responded to with further questions about their 
experiences. Moreover, children’s literacy and language could be evaluated more fully 
through this open writing/drawing/storytelling engagement. There was also room for 
further centering children’s language and literacy practices by audio-recording and/or 
jotting down verbatim what the children were saying about the bears they had seen. 
Ms. Bennett followed a similar inquiry, a few days after the class had been 
introduced to a topic that one of the children was learning about at home: 
   Ms. Bennett was getting ready to start her morning as the children sat on the 
carpet, and a concerned look came over her face. The butterfly—that Billy’s 
babysitter had helped them prepare from a kit the week before—had come out of 
its chrysalis and was flying around in its netted container. Stating to me that she 
did not know at what point over the long weekend it had come out, Ms. Bennett 
found it urgent to release the butterfly. Instead of doing this quickly or telling the 
children they could briefly watch before they started their morning meeting, Ms. 
Bennett made a quick comment to her TA that there was a slight change of plans 
and invited everyone out to the school garden to watch the butterfly’s release. The 
teachers and children used this opportunity to investigate what the butterfly would 




talked with one another about what they were noticing, before returning to the 
classroom. (Field notes, 10/14/19) 
 
While Ms. Bennett was the person who had noticed the butterfly, she recalled how 
meaningful the experience of working with Billy’s babysitter had been for the children 
and she articulated concern for the insect. Moreover, her actions communicated a value 
for learning beyond what had been planned. Instead of just releasing the butterfly on her 
own or letting the children view a quick release, she wanted the children to be able to see 
the butterfly explore the school garden and for them to have time to talk about what they 
witnessed. Interactions such as this provide a platform for noticing where there is space 
in the daily curriculum to explore ideas and things the children value. In this instance, 
learning about the butterfly was not a part of the mandated curriculum, and Ms. Bennett 
explained to me that this unit comes in the spring. But Ms. Bennett had wanted to include 
children’s interests from home, particularly as they were getting to know one another, 
and had invited Billy’s babysitter to come show the children what they had been 
exploring at Billy’s home. 
There is space for taking this agency even further. Teachers can leverage such 
opportunities to learn more about how children are making and assigning meaning and 
communicating—which importantly informs how they approach curriculum content 
moving forward. Mrs. Davis structured her morning meeting uniquely, centering the 
ways that the children approached learning. Conversations involved less hand-raising and 
sometimes topics veered due to a question that came to light, but in each meeting Mrs. 
Davis was intentionally meeting essential standards and credited her years of learning and 




   Mrs. Davis was co-leading circle time with one of her students, who was the 
designated lucky leader for the day. As always, the routine appeared to be child-
led and evolved as the children asked questions and shared noticings. The class 
was covering a number of literacy and math concepts in a fairly routine order, as 
observed across the weeks, but the conversation did not feel scripted. As the class 
looked at how many magnetic circles were in the ten frame (the same number of 
circles as letters in the lucky leader’s first name), children were demonstrating 
knowledge of adding/subtracting, subitizing, and number conservation. Suddenly 
Seth raised his hand and exclaimed that the letters were in a pattern: tall, two 
short, tall, two short. Mrs. Davis asked Seth to describe his thinking so that she 
could better understand. In response, the children fully tuned in and began 
excitedly sharing their own noticings. Larry pointed out the word “ton” in the 
lucky leader’s name and told the class what the word meant—that something 
weighs a lot. (Field notes, 11/20/19) 
 
Mrs. Davis frequently asked children to describe their thinking, often telling them 
that she sometimes had a hard time seeing what other people meant and needed a little 
help to see it their way. Through her verbal and nonverbal language, she modeled how 
she would also like the children to listen to one another. It was rare that she explicitly told 
children how to listen (e.g., look at him while he’s talking, raise your hand if you want to 
say something). Much of her teaching was through an apprenticeship approach, where 
she would talk about concepts or materials and listen to what children had to say about 
them before telling the children what she liked about it and engaging with 
concept/material. In fast-paced environments where children often hear that it is too early 
to discuss something, or that it is time to move on so they can stay on track, Mrs. Davis 
never missed an opportunity to hear a child’s thinking, even if it meant starting the next 
lesson a few minutes later than planned. Such opportunities for listening to children can 
teach us much about their ways of communicating and making and assigning meaning, as 





Ms. Wright similarly sought to center children’s ways of engaging in learning, 
and for her this often meant tapping into children’s interest in pop culture. One day, 
instead of having the routine counting drill, Ms. Wright demonstrated her agency in 
adapting the curriculum by forefronting the children’s interest in music and performing. 
She engaged her class in reading numerals through call-and-response—counting together 
in a way that appeared particularly relevant for the children: 
   Ms. Wright would consistently try to provide as many choices as possible with 
routines and drills. She rarely missed an opportunity to tap into the children’s 
interests in pop culture. On a morning when children had been acting out one of 
their favorite music videos, which had been shown during a morning assembly, 
Ms. Wright decided to ask the children to stand in two groups and have a sing-off 
to their Number Rock video. Instead of engaging in the routine of standing and 
watching the video and repeating after the characters, the two groups of children 
faced each other and took turns loudly counting verses (changing up their 
characters and movements each time). Ms. Wright was jumping in and singing 
along during the sing-off, and she used a microphone as a prop to indicate when it 
was each group’s turn. I watched as the children smiled and giggled through the 
counting, watching each other to stay on beat and listening for their turn. (Field 
notes, 9/6/19) 
 
Ms. Wright opened up countless spaces for children to act out multiple roles and 
scenarios—constructing many identities as they engaged with learning. She mentioned to 
me that, for classroom visitors, it can look like the children are just playing in such 
scenarios. But she expressed how she wanted such engagements to be understood as 
intentional, as enabling children to feel comfortable in the formal learning space. She 
encouraged them to try on multiple hats and approach learning as a rock star, a scientist, 
an explorer, and so on. Her message that a person can be whoever and whatever they 
want to be—and that children can create multiple ways to enjoy learning—opens a 
conversational space for discussing the moments that we as teachers have asked children 




further discuss this theme in implications, considering how children’s nonacademic 
language and literacy practices are and are not viewed as important ways of learning, 
particularly in teacher education and early childhood curriculum development. In regards 
to how this relates to the final theme, when teachers view nonacademic language and 
literacy practices as important ways of learning—conceptualizing children as agentively 
using multiple ways to make and assign meaning and to communicate—we can expand 
spaces for recognizing and supporting potential within and beyond the classroom. 
 
Recognizing Humanity and Supporting Potential 
The last theme, recognizing humanity and supporting potential, came to light in 
conversations around both children’s and teachers’ capability—and was exemplified in 
the teachers’ conversation during an informal group interview at the close of this study. 
Teachers consistently discussed how they know their students and want to know more 
about them through asking parents, by listening to children’s stories, while engaging in 
sharetime and show-and-tell, and in learning through observations and interactions about 
what interests the children and how they learn best. Moreover, the teachers discussed the 
importance of supporting children’s potential as they set them up for a lifetime of 
learning. Importantly, the teachers discussed how crucial it is for their own humanity and 
potential to be recognized and supported by people who make the decisions for county-
wide curriculum and policies. I believe this insight can guide a meta-awareness that has 
significant implications for teacher education in particular. The following data were 
developed into a theme informed by the codes: significance of names and identities, 




Teachers consistently discussed and demonstrated how names were valued as an 
essential part of children’s identities, along with the importance of including these in the 
curriculum. It should also be noted that names came up again and again, across all data 
sources: 
   But we do sooo much just completely with their names and that’s such a 
powerful thing...and their name is something that they own. And it’s usually the 
first thing that they’ve learned how to spell. Um, so it’s so personal to them and 
they make those connections. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 9/12/19) 
 
   Because the names are the most important things to themselves and.. and 
knowing their friends’ names and writing their friends’ names.. um.. is.. is.. gives 
them a sense of pride. (Interview with Mrs. Roberts, 9/13/19) 
 
   I want them to really focus on looking at each other's faces and using each 
other's names. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 10/21/19) 
 
 Names are illustrated as an essential part of a person, something that is theirs to be 
proud of and to share, and something that a person seeks to learn from the people who 
they would like to be friends with. Names are not viewed here as labels but as a core part 
of someone’s humanity, as a signature to tell the world who you are. Mrs. Davis also 
reflected upon her own literacy experiences, in terms of how she thinks about and 
approaches incorporating names into her daily curriculum. She talked about how the 
children really see each other and know each other in her classroom (which she referred 
to as “their classroom”), and one of the ways I observed this recognition of humanity was 
by noticing that every child in her class knows exactly where to look when they greet 
their peers on the day that they are the lucky leader. Each morning that I observed in their 
classroom, I watched the lucky leader read each child’s name from cards one by one, 
looking to the child whose name they read and kindly greeting this child, who then 




bored of this routine or merely going through the motions; there was a humility and a 
humanity in these interactions that is visceral and unforgettable. 
When describing the way that she centers names through her integrated 
curriculum, Mrs. Davis talked about who inspired her valuing of names and name 
learning: 
   [My grandma] was the one who was teaching me to write my name. And she, I 
just remember her reiterating how important my name was. And she always said 
that you need to do your best when you write your name because of the 
importance in it, and that it follows you for the rest of your life. And...she would 
focus so much on that. And when we started cursive, she was like, “Your 
signature matters. That’s your name and that’s what you leave for people”... I 
think that’s where I get a lot of the stuff with working with them with their names, 
because that’s the first thing they learn to read, is their names. And they are so 
excited, and they love it when other people talk about their names. And um, I 
don’t.. there’s just.. there’s such power.. there’s such power in a name. (Interview 
with Mrs. Davis, 10/24/19) 
  
In connecting her curricular choices to her own humanity and close relationships, Mrs. 
Davis facilitated a learning space where children appeared comfortable sharing their 
multiple identities and connecting with others. There are important implications for using 
name learning in the language and literacy curriculum, which I have begun to describe 
and will further discuss in implications, in relation to teacher education and curriculum 
development. 
Along with showing and promoting interest in children’s identities in relation to 
their names, the kindergarten teachers also talked about listening to children tell stories 
and offer inquiries, as well as learning more about what the children are interested in. 
Below, two excerpts from interviews illustrate a kind of respect that means recognizing 
the person has important things to share, as well as a sincere interest that means making 




   We talk so much about respect and about, um, taking turns to talk, and… I want 
them to understand that what they have to say is very important to me too. So that 
I’m.. it’s not a one-way street. I’m not saying you just have to listen to me. I’m 
saying that I wanna listen to you too. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 9/12/19) 
 
   Mrs. Roberts: I wanna know what you love so much too. I wanna love it too. 
(Group interview, 12/8/19) 
 
 This two-way street and desire to connect are important modes for recognizing 
students’ and teachers’ humanity and supporting potential. Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, 
Mrs. Davis, and Ms. Wright consistently talked about and showed a desire to learn from 
and with their students along with a responsibility to teach them. Instances of teachers 
seeking to learn more about their students—asking questions and responding to 
children’s interests—were recorded daily in classroom observation field notes. A few 
powerful interactions are described below: 
   Hillary, whose parents were having a baby, entered the classroom at arrival time 
and announced that her baby would be there soon. Mrs. Roberts was preparing 
some morning assessments, and she stopped and walked over to the calendar with 
a few of the children. Together, they looked at the calendar and decided what kind 
of card to put on the special upcoming day. They talked about baby names and 
what Hillary’s family was planning for the baby’s arrival. (Field notes, 11/4/19) 
 
   During the morning arrival, Ms. Bennett was greeted by Dana, a child who is 
often quiet in the classroom. Dana handed Ms. Bennett a booklet that she’d made 
at home, which was comprised of papers stapled together and filled with her 
drawings (see below). Ms. Bennett stopped what she was engaged in and sat with 
Dana, asking her to describe what she’d drawn and thanking her for the gift. They 







Figure 4.26. Photos of a book constructed by Dana at home and gifted to Ms. Bennett 
   Mrs. Davis asked the lucky leader to share his show-and-tell at the end of the 
day. He shared a pink unicorn and all of the children were very interested in how 
shiny and sparkly it was. They took turns asking questions and sharing stories 
about similar things they had at home. As always, Mrs. Davis asked questions 
about the treasured item as well. (Field notes, 10/30/19) 
 
   Ms. Wright stopped what she was doing as Matt entered the room. She locked 
eyes with him and exclaimed, “Happy birthday!” Ms. Wright asked what he was 
going to be doing for his birthday and listened to his story. After their routine 
greeting song, she requested for everyone in the class to help celebrate. She 
brought up the birthday video of Matt’s choice on the Smartboard, and everyone 
danced together. (Field notes, 11/14/19) 
 
 In these examples and many others, teachers asked children to share more about 
themselves and encouraged them to make connections between one another. Further, the 
teachers celebrated the students as people with lives and interests within and beyond the 
walls of the classroom. These practices have the potential to blur home/school 
dichotomies and to situate every member of the school community as a dynamic 




seen as potential for fixing deficits or filling gaps—it was seen as potential for connecting 
and relating to the person and being excited to learn with them. 
Another place where this theme felt prominent was in teachers’ responses to the 
interview prompt: “I wonder if my teacher knew”. Below are excerpts from these one-on-
one interviews, where teachers reflected upon their own early childhood literacy artifacts 
and responded to the aforementioned prompt, which asked them to reflect upon their 
relationship with an early childhood teacher that they remembered. I had also shared an 
example of and interaction with my own kindergarten teacher, along with what I wish she 
had known about me. Their responses have significant implications for teacher education 
and early childhood curriculum development, in terms of recognizing humanity and 
supporting potential when it comes to honoring and engaging language and literacy 
practices: 
   I wonder if.. my kindergarten teacher.. knew that I needed more time.. to.. 
understand concepts… That I loved to read and listen to stories and act out what 
I.. what I’d listened to. Or try to draw out the stories. I loved to do that too. And I 
love to give my students that opportunity. (Interview with Mrs. Roberts, 11/7/19) 
 
   I wonder if my kindergarten teacher knew that I could physically not control my 
blurting and I could physically not stay still… But she [responded] in a way that 
wasn’t... damaging. And didn’t make me dislike myself... It didn’t affect my 
confidence… So I’m very thankful for her. (Interview with Ms. Bennett, 11/7/19) 
 
   I wonder if she knew that I was smart. I wonder if she knew that… I went home 
every day and practiced. Every single day. And tried to get better and better and 
better and better and better. I wonder if she knew what an impact that she had on 
every life that came in her classroom. (Interview with Mrs. Davis, 11/7/19) 
 
   I wonder if my kindergarten teacher knew… See that changes so much now that 
I am one… I wish that she knew that I thought she had it all together… I 
remember the good. And I remember she made it good… I really worry that the 






In these interviews as well as other conversations, teachers talked about what they 
had needed as students and how they keep this in mind while supporting their students’ 
potential. Furthermore, their stories humanize the young students that they recall in these 
memories, in a context where it may not have always been easy to share everything they 
would like to convey about themselves. Remembering how we navigated school as young 
children is an important practice for early childhood educators, in considering how we 
recognize, honor, and engage children’s multiple ways of having language and being 
literate. Furthermore, in light of the meta-awareness that can be a part of reflecting on 
these memoirs, as well as juxtaposing childhood memories with teaching experiences, I 
will close the presentation of this theme with excerpts that were selected from the 
teachers’ final conversation (Group interview, 12/8/19) and constructed into poetic form 
through data play (Bazeley, 2013). 
In unison, the teachers’ words speak to a need for recognizing humanity and 
supporting potential for all learners—students and teachers alike. Their words 
collectively and powerfully speak up to the top-down pressures. The message also has 
implications for reaching across power lines to recognize the humanity of administrators 
and policymakers, supporting their potential as well, to make helpful decisions for 
curriculum and policy. Implications, which will be discussed further in Chapter V, 
include allowing space for teachers to show and develop their artistry, as teachers allow 
space for children to show and develop their own artistry, as it is realized through their 






I have this fear of the standard 
it’s gonna get more rigorous 
where we’re all doing the same thing 
We’re not robots 
I am an artist 
don’t stifle my artistry or knowledge 
You want us to take risks 
we’re not the same people 
I feel claustrophobic when someone expects me to be someone else 
or the way I carry a point across 
I wasn’t made that way 
I have to be someone I’m not when I am being scrutinized 
I don’t appreciate being judged 
When you feel appreciated, you go above and beyond 
when you treat them like they are smart human beings 
that are capable of learning great things, 
They go above and beyond 
They’re not gonna grow when you nag nag nag 
why would they want to? 
it can’t be all about self-control 
My teacher saw something good in me 
we’re all at different points 




Trust us, stop pushing, celebrate growth, 




In this final meeting with all of the teachers, I saw my role as observer and 
listener, and I viewed the space as conversational rather than interrogative. While I asked 
a few clarifying questions, the only interview question I had prepared was: What are 
some of the tensions and possibilities that you see for the language and literacy 
curriculum? I had shared the question ahead of time so that the teachers had time to 
consider some of their perspectives and approaches, and I had constructed a slideshow of 
all the artifacts we had collected to that point, intended for grounding our conversation in 
the interactions that had taken place in the classrooms as well as the children’s language 
and literacy that had been documented. 
While teachers had had visceral responses in some of the one-on-one interviews 
that involved visual methods, this collective conversation that involved recalling the past 
several months of teaching elicited feelings I had not anticipated. During this meeting, 
teachers had the time and space to share openly how they were navigating an often fast-
paced, high-stakes, and constricting language and literacy curriculum. While children’s 
learning was the focus throughout the conversation, feelings around what the teachers 
could and could not accomplish through the curriculum surfaced in a discussion of what 
they wished people could see in their work as teachers. I listened as this awareness 
incorporated ideas around how children must feel when they are being expected to meet 





Findings in Light of Research Questions 
 Through careful analysis and development of themes, five key findings were 
elucidated in light of the research questions. Considering how four White kindergarten 
teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum in a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community public school: 
1. The four teachers’ language ideologies have been constructed, understood, and 
developed from early childhood, through schooling experiences and teacher 
learning. These ideologies, while not always recognized, influenced the ways in 
which teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy 
curriculum. 
2. The teachers’ early childhood literacy experiences impact their own approaches to 
teaching literacy. All of these teachers talked about what they needed as a student 
and how this influences their approaches to teaching young children. 
3. The teachers’ talk around their students’ language and literacy practices illustrated 
a desire to prepare them for school and help them to be successful, and is 
underpinned with some deficit perspectives about nonacademic practices that are 
pervasive in the mandated curriculum. 
4. The teachers’ were negotiating the mandated curriculum on a daily basis, both in 
the classroom and in meetings, as they strived to do what was best for their 
students. They knew what their students needed and sought greater trust in their 




5. The teachers’ often discussed validating children’s language and literacy 
practices; however, if these were nonacademic practices, teachers often talked 




 In this chapter, I have welcomed readers into the context in which this study took 
place, a public elementary school located within a predominantly-White working-class 
North Carolina mountain community where nonacademic language and literacy practices 
were widely used by children entering kindergarten. I have described the community and 
public elementary school in which Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. 
Wright teach kindergarteners, and I have introduced these teachers with the descriptions 
they shared. These four teachers have been centered as experts in navigating the language 
and literacy curriculum, and interviews as well as visual elicitation of memories and 
artifact analysis have been important methods for learning from these teachers’ 
experiences. Observations in classrooms and teacher team meetings have further 
grounded my understanding of the context in which they negotiated curriculum and the 
children with whom they engaged in teaching and learning. Data were carefully analyzed 
through a critical lens, using critical literacy to interrogate normative ideologies about 
language and literacy embedded in the curriculum, along with standpoint theory to center 
the four kindergarten teachers’ situated experiences and valuable perspectives. The 
teachers in these four kindergarten classrooms, as recorded in observation field notes and 




field because they loved working with young children, seeing it as a huge responsibility, 
aiming to facilitate community, and believing in the importance of building a strong 
foundation for children’s successful futures. In Chapter V, I will discuss how underlying 
normative ideologies (which come through in team meetings and assessments in 










 In Chapter IV, I introduced the study context and participants and discussed the 
process of analysis, presenting themes that were inductively and deductively developed 
throughout and immediately following my data collection. I concluded with key findings 
that were elucidated by these themes in light of research questions. These findings have 
significant implications for teacher education, early childhood curriculum development, 
research, and policy. 
In this chapter, I will first review the purpose and significance of my research in 
light of research findings, revisiting why this study was needed. I will introduce how 
findings contribute to current and ongoing research needed for teacher education, early 
childhood curriculum development, and policies that recognize, honor, and engage the 
language and literacy practices of White children and children of color residing in 
predominantly-White working-class communities. I will then restate my approach to the 
literature review, questions, and the importance of my chosen methodology for this 
particular study. Lastly, after briefly reviewing the findings, I will discuss in depth the 
implications for teacher education, early childhood curriculum development, research, 
and policy. At the outset, I want to articulate that it is my desire to approach research in a 




breaking down what is not working in order to intervene and fix, I look to engage what is 
known, has been accomplished, and is presented as possibility. 
 
Reviewing the Purpose in Light of Findings 
Young children demonstrate multiple ways of having language and being literate; 
however, nonacademic language and literacy practices are viewed through underlying 
deficit perspectives as working-class families’ language and literacy practices continue to 
be measured against normative assessments in public schooling. These underlying deficit 
perspectives themselves stem from deep-seated hegemonic ideologies about what it 
means to have language and to be literate in the U.S. 
As observed in weekly intervention meetings, this school began assessing 
children’s knowledge and abilities within a couple of weeks of their arrival to 
kindergarten, related in large part to narrow(ing) definitions of language and literacy. 
And when children did not quickly change their practices to meet standard(ized) norms in 
relation to how they communicate and make and assign meaning, they were kept in “low” 
groups for language and literacy interventions. Within a couple of months, and with 
increased pressures from county-wide initiatives, children who were not meeting 
expectations began receiving more intensive interventions for labeled behavioral, 
cognitive, and psychological deficits. 
There is a need to interrogate and transform teacher education and early childhood 
curricula that marginalize users of nonacademic language and literacy practices across 
racial identifications. These practices include and go beyond using features of 




class communities structure sentences or pronounce words that are judged through deficit 
lenses. There is an assumption that language and literacy capabilities are lacking when 
children have not been socialized into academic language and literacy practices, and this 
assumption positions “academic” as a norm and a standard to achieve. This is particularly 
problematic when “academic” language and literacy practices align with White, 
monolingual mainstream American of having language and being literate. In other words, 
it could be argued through an assimilationist lens that the only children who are viewed 
as fully competent and ready for kindergarten are those who have been raised in White, 
monolingual mainstream American households and who speak what is often, albeit 
problematically, referred to as “standard English.” 
While the teachers centered in this study also talked about preschool as being a 
factor in preparedness, it can also be argued that ways of having language and being 
literate aligned with what is deemed “academic” or “standard” are predominantly taught 
in preschool. Thus, when I think about socialization into school, as someone who grew 
up in a predominantly-White working-class community and used language and literacy 
practices that did not align with school expectations for language and literacy (what is 
deemed “academic”), and whose parents were very literate but did not see a need to 
continue schooling or to center school in their lives, I grapple with who schools are made 
for. I contemplate how we can transform early childhood curricula and teacher education 
in ways that value, honor, and engage working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and 
sophisticated language and literacy practices—across racial identities—and how this 
transformation can be aided through research and policy if approached with clear and 




of this study, there is simultaneously a critical need to understand and account for how 
racial identifications impact the perception and construction of individuals’ and 
communities’ language and literacy practices when these are deemed to be nonacademic; 
for example, White and Black speakers of Southern Appalachian Englishes are 
constructed in deeply racialized and markedly different ways. 
This critical ethnographic case study considers primarily the features of 
nondominant English dialects and nondominant (i.e., considered by school standards as 
nonacademic) literacy practices used by working-class families in a predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community. Gaining deeper knowledge about the 
ways that kindergarten teachers make sense of and enact the curriculum—in communities 
that are linguistically marginalized and where many children begin formal schooling in 
kindergarten—is significantly needed. It is through understanding of teachers’ 
sensemaking and observation of their enactment of the language and literacy curriculum 
that we can see the consequences of these imbedded inequities. Illustrative consequences 
are the ways that teachers miss opportunities for engaging children’s multiple, 
purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices, the ways that children are 
labeled based on perceived incompetence, and the ways that children are silenced when 
they feel their ways of having language and being literate do not count. 
 
Reviewing the Significance in Light of Findings 
While there is a large and growing body of research on language learning by 
individuals and communities of color, there is still a significant need to study in and with 




communicative practices and literacies, across racial identifications and experienced in 
deeply racialized ways, are called into question by dominant conceptualizations of what it 
means to have language and to be literate. As well, there is a need to further 
conceptualize and locate nonacademic language and literacy practices that working-class 
children bring with them to their first school experiences. As evidenced in Heath’s (1983) 
ethnographic study, these language and literacy practices go beyond employing features 
of a nondominant English dialect. The field can learn much from teachers who grew up 
and teach within working-class communities where nonacademic language and literacies 
are prominent; yet, these teachers’ stories are few and far between in the larger body of 
literature. 
In related studies, there is evidence that nuances of nondominant English dialects 
often go unnoticed in classrooms, and when dialects are recognized, they are viewed 
through a deficit lens as problems to fix (for a brief review, see Brashears, 2014). While 
Brashears, herself, observed teachers in an Appalachian public elementary school to 
sometimes implicitly model code-switching, she found limited evidence of teachers 
intentionally discussing the nuances of nondominant English dialects and how these 
features define linguistic and literate culture(s) in working-class mountain communities. 
Concluding her own qualitative study’s findings, Brashears called for ongoing research 
with teachers living and teaching in the Appalachian region. I, too, found a need for 
learning more and look forward to future studies where I will visit multiple schools and 
classrooms in the Appalachian region and center the voices of more of the community 
members who use nondominant English dialects. While this study elucidated the problem 




are needed in order to gain a better understanding of the structures and conditions that 
teachers are negotiating.  
When conceptualizing language and literacy as intricately linked, the literacy 
curriculum in public schools is not aligned with the literacy practices of children who use 
nondominant dialects of English. For instance, children are expected to have a 
conversation with a specific set of rules (e.g., turn-taking, refraining from interrupting, 
maintaining eye contact and facing their conversation partners) and to read the text as it is 
pronounced and structured in dominant American English. Deviations from normative 
reading practices (e.g., saying a sentence with a structure that makes sense to the student 
but not as composed and printed on the page, pronouncing a word without the ending -g, 
failing to articulate every word on the page) when completing a running record 
assessment are viewed as miscues. And if students do not self-correct, because the way 
they have just read makes sense to them, these miscues are often recorded and discussed 
as problems to fix. 
As described in Chapter I, centering the specific literacy practices of reading and 
writing in English often ignores or discounts the multiple ways that children in working-
class communities are already literate and use language. These and more examples 
indicate a need to learn more about how teachers are understanding and approaching the 
language and literacy curriculum with young children, particularly children who are just 
beginning public school in communities where nondominant English dialects are an 
important part of the linguistic culture. Again, learning from and with members 





Restating Approach to the Literature Review and Research Questions 
Over the course of three years, I reviewed several bodies of literature for this 
study. As I honed my study on Southern Appalachia, I focused heavily on the historical 
(re)positioning of Southern Appalachian communities, which has more recently been 
moving towards assets-based but remains overwhelmingly deficit-based. In order to join 
this body of knowledge intentionally with the body of knowledge on early language and 
literacy, I looked more closely at (re)conceptualizations of language and literacy and the 
ways that definitions have moved more toward sociocultural conceptualizations (but are 
still dominated by cognitive and behaviorist perspectives in schools). 
It was also important to acknowledge the relationships between how language and 
literacy are conceptualized and how assessment and student identity are approached and 
constructed in schools. And with an aim to move toward transformation, I looked at how 
teachers are taking up critical literacy as practice in transforming curricula. Furthermore, 
to learn and draw from specific research studies to date, I reviewed the literature on early 
childhood language and literacy in and around Southern Appalachia. A methodical 
review of this collection of literature enabled me to hone in on an under-researched 
population, in terms of positively positioning Southern Appalachian working-class 
families’ language and literacy practices in and through schooling. 
Education research has thoroughly documented the inequities in curricula, and 
researchers have documented how these inequities marginalize working-class families’ 
nonacademic language and literacy practices. Research has also thoroughly documented 
the ways that children’s identities are constructed by curriculum and the ways that they 




comes to how White teachers are actually making sense of and enacting curricula in 
predominantly-White working-class communities in Southern Appalachia where children 
and their families use language and literacy practices that do not align with academic 
practices dominantly-positioned in school and society at large. In light of gaps I located 
in the literature, I collected and analyzed data in response to the following research 
question and subquestions: How are four White female public school kindergarten 
teachers (who teach in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community and grew up in this or a similar geographical/SES/racial context) making 
sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum? 
1.     How are the teachers constructing, developing, and understanding language 
ideologies? 
2.     How did the teachers experience literacy when they were children? 
3.     How are the teachers negotiating the mandated curriculum? 
4.     How are the teachers talking to and about children in their classrooms, in 
relation to the children’s language and literacy practices? 
5.     How are literacy practices legitimized within this predominantly-White 
working-class North Carolina mountain community public school? 
Recognizing my positionality as an insider/outsider and as a White emerging 
teacher educator / researcher with a strong critical stance and interest in learning from 
and with people in marginalized communities, I constructed a critical ethnographic case 
study that would enable me to bring together the multiple points from which I approach 





Restating the Importance of the Chosen Methodology 
A critical ethnographic case study was taken up to identify and interrogate 
marginalization of a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain 
community and to highlight four White female kindergarten teachers’ stories as these 
kindergarten teachers made sense of and enacted the language and literacy curriculum in 
their public school. Because this study took place in a geographical context significant to 
my own early childhood and language and literacy practices, it was of utmost importance 
to (re)read the context and to highlight current teachers’ experiences as they helped to 
(re)story the horizons covered by the scope of this research. Moreover, I left this 
geographical context many years ago and now take an insider/outsider perspective when 
viewing community members’ practices and school curricula. 
My early childhood experiences as a White student who was raised learning how 
to language and to be literate in ways that did not align with dominantly-positioned 
academic practices—and my young adulthood experiences as a teacher assistant—in this 
context both compare and contrast with the experiences of students and teachers today. 
Thus, this study needed to take on an ethnographic approach in order to capture not just 
the teachers’ stories but social and cultural aspects of the overall context. I carefully 
listened to the children talking and observed them engaging with materials and people in 
and outside of the classroom and school environment. I closely observed the teachers as 
they enacted the curriculum and listened to them as they (with and without my questions) 
made sense of the curriculum, in meetings and in interviews. I lived in a nearby town 
where my mother had grown up and had gone to school (beginning of July through the 




school (beginning of October through the end of December). And I frequently visited 
local establishments and peoples’ homes, engaging in conversations with locals and 
collecting and studying community artifacts (e.g., community newspapers, photos of 
artwork and fliers) across the course of this study. It was equally important for the study 
to be cased, centered on four kindergarten teachers’ experiences, as I wanted questions to 
hone in on the early schooling experience and how it is approached specifically by (often 
the first formal) teachers who interact with children in classrooms daily. Furthermore, the 
critical component of this study has permitted me to carefully read and reread teachers’ 
stories—alongside the participants, with critical friends, and through individual 
reflection—in ways that can take exploration towards transformation. While my 
methodology enabled several affordances for learning in this community and from and 
with these teachers, I have noted some limitations and will discuss these further after 
presenting implications. 
 
Implications of the Study 
 
 Recognizing the multiple, situated, and evolving ways that four White female 
teachers were making sense of and enacting the language and literacy curriculum in a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community has significant 
implications for teacher education, early childhood curricula, (enactment of) policy, and 
ongoing research. My understandings about teaching, learning, education research and 
policy have each been called into question as I have reviewed fields of literature, 




four teachers, collected and analyzed data, and developed/redeveloped ways to present 
this data. Moreover, this study has taught me, perhaps more than anything, that 
researchers need to be in classrooms with kindergarten teachers daily and in conversation 
with them regularly if we are to even begin to understand what is happening in their 
classrooms—if we really wish to learn from kindergarten teachers and young students 
and to know what is working and not working in everyday working-class community and 
classroom contexts. 
Implications of the study, as I discussed with the teachers in our final meeting, 
span from micro to macro contexts. They are informed by a theoretical framework 
recognizing both structural inequities (created by hegemonic ideologies that construct 
normalized ways of having language and being literate) and situated knowledges and 
expertise (of those who teach and learn within these structures). Implications recognize 
complex contexts and complex people who play multiple roles and are consistently 
navigating educational spaces. And, recognizing that there are many ways to approach 
the problem as defined in this study, these implications illustrate accessible entry points 
for continuing work in the aforementioned areas of teacher education, early childhood 
curricula, (enactment of) policy, and research with White working-class communities and 
working-class communities of color. 
 
Implications for Teacher Education 
My data analysis and findings have indicated that teacher education would benefit 
from more expansive definitions of language and literacy. Reviewing Chapter IV, there 




teacher education: responding to working-class children’s notions of being (il)literate, 
recognizing working-class children as linguistic and literate experts, and facilitating 
teachers’ meta-awareness of their own experiences as related to their students’ 
experiences. Below, I will revisit and expand upon these three areas. 
 All of the kindergarten teachers who participated in this study value and 
encourage children to see themselves as readers of English texts (e.g., environmental 
print, books, labels, instructions, or notes from peers). Ms. Bennett brought up a fairly 
common occurrence, noting that her students did not view themselves as readers and that 
she strove to help them feel confident as readers. She explained the importance of starting 
with simple PreA texts, which are patterned and have few words with supporting visual 
images. With great appreciation for supporting a positive relationship with texts, I see 
space for expanding upon how we talk about young children as “readers” in teacher 
preparation programs. 
When teacher education centers theories and practices that privilege dominant 
ways of being literate (i.e., reading and writing in dominant American English or 
“academic” language), we risk ignoring and/or discrediting the multiple ways that young 
children are building literacy from their very first days in this world. Conversely, when 
teacher education centers theories and practices that center working-class families’ ways 
of being literate, we open up possibilities for including the multiple ways that children 
make and assign meaning. Furthermore, when we teachers recognize the ways we are 
defining language and literacy, and how these definitions often conflict with standardized 
expectations for literate and linguistic capability in school, we find spaces for 




children’s multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices. 
From an assets-based perspective informed by such theories and teaching 
practices, kindergarten teachers in working-class communities have the potential to see 
all the ways that children are already reading (not just encoded text but also encoded 
messages in the environment, such as weather patterns, gestures and expressions, 
mechanical workings, spatial navigation, virtual processing, and many more). All of these 
can be conceptualized as literacies and can inform the ways that we leverage what 
children already know and can do and are capable of. 
When teacher education programs prepare teachers to see working-class children 
as experts on their own language and literacy practices, kindergarten teachers may be 
more likely to include working-class families’ expertise as part of the curriculum content 
(i.e., providing platforms for children to share the multiple ways that their families are 
literate and have language). Several instances were noted within and across the four 
classrooms, including morning meeting where children co-led an integrated lesson 
alongside the teacher while engaging each and every peer in the learning community, 
morning share time where children told others about their family rituals and experiences 
within the wider community and beyond, afternoon show-and-tell where children 
described treasured objects and answered riveting questions from peers, writing/drawing 
center where children told stories about home and shared friendship messages with peers, 
and Seesaw app1 responses where children audio-recorded and uploaded stories that they 
 
 
1 Seesaw is an app that allows children to record their learning through multiple modalities and 




told independently and with peers. All of these and many others are noteworthy practices 
to present and discuss in teacher education programs, in light of how early childhood 
educators teaching in working-class communities can draw from existing teaching 
methods to recognize, honor, and engage working-class families’ language and literacy 
practices.  
 The four kindergarten teachers who took part in this study also enacted and 
discussed impromptu teaching moments, where they were following the children’s lead. 
Examples noted in Chapter IV include: sharing stories from home and asking children to 
talk and write about their own related stories from home, investing time in exploration 
alongside children and asking children to follow where learning can take us with no 
specific mandated goals in mind, centering working-class families’ expertise during 
integrated lessons and allowing ourselves to be surprised as both a teacher and learner, 
and celebrating children’s special occasions while bringing children together in 
collective language and literacy experiences. 
Teacher preparation programs can incorporate discussion of these important 
teaching and learning opportunities in working-class communities where nonacademic 
language and literacy practices are prominent, centering course participants’ stories about 
how they have already been leveraging these opportunities in their prior work with 
children (in and outside of classroom settings, as all of these are valid and important 
experiences to draw from). Valuable as well are the stories of teachers who have 
documented their experiences while engaging in relevant and meaningful practices that 
center working-class children’s ways of making and assigning meaning and of 




media sources as central course content will offer both emerging and experienced 
teachers multiple examples to draw from as they continue to develop their own practice.  
One of the most important implications for teacher education comes from data 
collected in the final group interview with the four kindergarten teachers. When the 
teachers reflected upon their experiences of being expected to perform in specific ways 
within a standardized mandated curriculum, they collectively began discussing how 
children are feeling the same pressures and need multiple platforms for showing who 
they are and what they know in relation to their linguistic and literate capabilities (Group 
interview, 12/8/19). Reflection upon drawn, photographed, or written sketches of 
embodied interactions is one practice that can amplify this meta-awareness and 
movement toward practices that recognize, honor, and engage nonacademic language and 
literacy practices, thereby disrupting and transforming dominant notions of what it means 
to have language and to be literate (see Figure 5.1 for example). 
 
Figure 5.1. Sketchings of embodied interactions 
This practice can be embedded within student teaching courses, as course 
participants are asked to partner and sketch out observations of one another’s interaction 
with children and then to discuss and reflect upon these interactions in terms of language 




teachers who are reflecting upon their past and current teaching practices in early 
childhood education that took place in working-class communities. Another practice for 
teacher education could involve asking early childhood teachers to jot brief narrative 
writings—which could be done through multimodalities (e.g., drawings, audio-
recordings, poems or journal entries)—that juxtapose childhood memories with their 
current teaching practices and facilitate deeper connections to their early literacy 
experiences and language ideologies. Early childhood teachers’ brief memoirs (about 
what they wonder if their early childhood teachers had known about them as young 
students) also provide a way for teachers to further interrogate what they know and may 
not yet recognize about their current students, particularly in working-class communities 
and communities that use nonacademic language and literacy practices. Lastly, reflection 
upon childhood artifacts (e.g., photographs or materials that the teachers decide are 
significant from childhood—see examples in Figures 5.2 – 5.4) aid in this process of 
recognizing which language and literacy practices are valued by course participants in 
teacher education classes and why these are valued. Small and large group discussion of 
these artifacts will open up space for course participants to recognize connections, 
nuances, and disagreements in what is important for early childhood curriculum 
particularly in working-class communities where nonacademic language and literacy 
practices are prominent. 
Early childhood teacher educators can leverage (mis)alignments in these 
conversations as they encourage course participants to share and perhaps shift 
perspectives around what it means to them for working-class children to have language 




powerful ways for early childhood educators—who teach or plan to teach in working-
class communities where families’ practices do not align with the academic practices 
dominantly-positioned in school and society at large—to identify and leverage working-
class children’s literate and linguistic resources as they continually develop their 
curriculum and pedagogy. 
 
Figure 5.2. Early childhood literacy artifact shared by Mrs. Roberts 
 





Figure 5.4. Early childhood literacy artifact shared by Ms. Wright 
 
Implications for Early Childhood Curricula 
Early childhood curricula need to account for a fuller range of language and 
literacy practices that recognize, honor, and engage working-class families’ multiple 
ways of having language and being literate. Furthermore, assessments of children’s 
learning and development should be assets-based. When children’s learning and 
development are assessed through deficit perspectives, multiple opportunities for 
teaching and learning in working-class communities are missed. Findings from classroom 
observations and interviews with teachers suggest some specific ways that classrooms 




literacy practices and assess these practices as assets to honor and engage rather than 
deficits to fix. 
In particular, the ways that the kindergarten teachers discussed community 
building and curriculum as separate entities opens up space for an important 
conversation, concerning what the early childhood language and literacy curriculum 
should center on. Their presented ideas elicit the question: What would learning 
opportunities look like, for children in working-class communities who use nonacademic 
language and literacy practices, if community building was central in the mandated 
kindergarten curriculum? Moreover, if we are to centrally position community in the 
kindergarten curriculum—especially considering the ways that these four teachers have 
discussed morning meeting, share time, show-and-tell time—there are profound 
implications for how working-class children’s first teachers can extend the children's 
exploration of names, interests, questions, and language and literacy materials from 
home.  
Early childhood teachers in working-class communities can make language and 
literacy practices the focus of show-and-tell, where it is not just the object that holds 
importance but the way that the object is presented (i.e., the linguistic features used to 
describe the object) and the way its significance is portrayed (i.e., what it means to that 
child's family culture or individual identity). One engagement, taken up by Souto-
Manning and Martell (2016), involves writing name stories and I Am From poems, which 
children co-author about their own identities and cultures. Students learn much about 
their own and others’ families, languages, and cultures through constructing these poems, 




Moreover, the name stories and poems could potentially be approached through 
multimodal practices and include multimedia presentations (e.g., a visual presentation 
with words, pictures, video clips, slides). Standards, then, would not be reduced in any 
way but rather extended and expanded to include working-class children’s range of 
language and literacy practices, topics, and modes of learning. 
Equally important, early childhood teachers can talk to working-class children 
about multiple ways of approaching learning rather than right ways and mistakes. In 
terms of how children make a mistake in their reading as they pronounce a word out loud, 
or in their writing as they spell a word in a way that makes sense to them, I see space for 
early childhood teachers to incorporate linguistically diverse practices into the curriculum 
by taking these opportunities to talk about the multiple ways that working-class families 
have language and are literate. For instance, teachers can open dialogues about how we 
pronounce words differently depending upon the ways that our families and the people in 
our lives pronounce those words, and we structure our writing and think about how words 
are written based on the conversations that we have had to that point and the ways we 
have heard and visualized language. They can engage in contrastive analysis concerning 
home and school ways of making and assigning meaning and of communicating. Further, 
early childhood teachers can discuss with working-class children how their writing will 
continue to be influenced as they have more experiences with more people and across 
sociocultural contexts. This can be done in predominantly-White working class 
communities as well as working-class communities predominantly comprised of 




Such approaches to the early childhood curriculum, too, can include a wider range 
of abilities in terms of what teachers are assessing in working-class communities. Again, 
the intention is not to lower standards but to complexify what standardized curriculum 
and assessments qualify as knowledge, skill, ability, learning, and capability. It is more 
challenging to assess learning when there is not a “did they do this predetermined thing 
or did they not” standard, but assessments that account for working-class families’ 
multiple ways of doing and learning give a fuller and more accurate picture of who 
children are and what they are capable of. This is particularly important in communities 
where families’ practices do not align with the practices dominantly-positioned in school 
and society at large; those deemed to be “academic.” 
In the final group conversation, Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and Ms. 
Wright were concerned with a need for balance and a recognition that we are all different 
people who approach learning differently. This opens up space for continued exploration 
of how the early childhood curriculum can be re-envisioned and revised, in working-class 
communities in particular, with an aim of developing meaningful relationships and 
authentic engagement in learning with one other as a classroom community. As well, I 
have heard several teachers resist a heavy focus on community, suggesting that 
academics would not be forefronted enough and children would not be prepared. In 
response, I would cite the example of Mrs. Davis’s circle time, which clearly illustrates 
how academics can be integrated in a way that excels standards and centers community. 
Her class’s circle time covers a wide range and depth of content in an authentic way 
while centering relationships with her students and supporting them to feel very confident 




integrated—rather than blocking math, literacy, science and social studies—can be an 
important model for framing early childhood curriculum that not only meets but exceeds 
standards in working-class communities. Additionally, observing and documenting 
working-class children’s play during center time provides teachers with a wealth of 
information on how they approach the next literacy lesson (i.e., the topic(s) that will feel 
relevant, strategies that will make sense, modes that will make the content engaging, 
etc.). 
Early childhood teachers can together discuss standards alongside examples (e.g., 
short articles, video clips, visits to colleagues’ classrooms) of how teachers have already 
been including working-class children's multiple ways of having language and being 
literate. In doing so, they can intentionally create space for children to show and develop 
their artistry in terms of what they are interested in and how they express themselves 
within and across sociocultural contexts. As Mrs. Davis noted, it is important to know the 
standards well and to be intentional when planning an integrated curriculum centered on 
community. Informally presenting oral stories, materials, and drawings from experiences 
outside of the classroom is a powerful way for working-class children to share who they 
are as literate persons and linguistic experts within and beyond the walls of the 
classroom. 
Southern Appalachian working-class children's identities are not static; they are 
members of multiple communities that shape who they are as people and students. They 
come to kindergarten, whether or not they have had formal school experiences, with a 
range and depth of knowledge and skills. And more often than not, they are excited to 




Seeing working-class children’s humanity and supporting their potential opens up 
countless curricular possibilities and necessitates equitable assessments. Moreover, when 
early childhood teachers see working-class children’s capability and value nonacademic 
language and literacy practices as multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated, we offer 
engaging and challenging opportunities to support their undoubted potential for ongoing 
learning and growth. In doing so, we complexify teaching and learning practices and 
enrich learning environments. When we do not see these, working-class children’s 
learning and growth may be stifled, and parts of their identities may be silenced. 
Intentional and responsive lessons and assessments will widen and deepen, rather than 
thwart or stifle, learning trajectories for working-class children. 
 
Implications for (Enactment of) Policy 
Policymakers and administrators would benefit from supporting teachers as 
curriculum designers rather than regarding teachers as technicians. I chose to research 
with teachers and to forefront their stories, partly in response to the ways that teachers 
often talk about not having enough time or space to engage in the kind of teaching 
practices that recognize, honor, and engage working-class children’s multiple, 
purposeful, and sophisticated language and literacy practices. The linear way in which 
curriculum is approached in early childhood, in terms of what children are assumed to 
need to know before they can learn something else, can feel baffling for teachers. Widely 
cited and applied research tells us that children are learning a number of concepts and 
skills through their engagement with materials and processes and in conversations with 




When early childhood teachers approach the curriculum with the idea that 
children in working-class communities who use nonacademic language and literacy 
practices have expertise, we can more readily rethink educational policies for including 
multiple language and literacy practices in curriculum and assessment. For example, 
instead of having leveled reading groups, well-informed policies can move more schools 
towards reading groups where children’s diverse assets are leveraged. To further illustrate 
what this can look like, a reading group might have one student whose expertise is in 
sequential storytelling, a student whose expertise is in sounding out words, a student 
whose expertise is in finding helpful mentor texts, and a student whose expertise is in the 
topic or language of the story being read. While this example speaks more to implications 
for curriculum, it is important to make clear and practical connections between policy and 
curriculum, as these connections will help us realize changes in schools where working-
class children receive their first formal education. 
The meta-awareness discussed by Mrs. Roberts, Ms. Bennett, Mrs. Davis, and 
Ms. Wright can also be an important factor, in communicating with policymakers and 
recognizing that administrators care just as much about working-class children’s well-
being and success. Too often, early childhood teachers have witnessed and been a part of 
feeling weighed down and judged by school and county level administrators, but it is 
important to remember that we often are in the field of early childhood education because 
we care about teaching and learning and want to make sure that early childhood programs 
and elementary schools are as strong as they can be. However, an important part of these 




toward more equitable policies and practices in working-class communities where 
families’ language and literacy practices have been marginalized. 
When we see ourselves as a team working together to improve education for 
working-class communities—and see the standards as a way to guide learning rather than 
a crutch or as a ruler for children to be measured against—then we can work together to 
center working-class children’s multiple, purposeful, and sophisticated language and 
literacy practices as we engage in teaching and learning. Everyone in early childhood 
education is certainly not going to agree on a best practice, but it is important for teachers 
as well as local, state, and federal administrators and policymakers to value each other’s 
expertise and trust that together we can create and enact equitable policies for curriculum 
and assessment in working-class communities. This trust is strengthened by thorough 
research and well-documented examples of what works and does not work for 
communities whose language and literacy practices have been marginalized—indicating 
a need for further research within and with working-class communities. It is important 
that early childhood teachers trust what working-class children and families, and what 
they themselves, bring to the learning experience—and that teachers agentively enact 
policies that are responsive to and inclusive of working-class families’ multiple, 
purposeful, and sophisticated ways of learning. 
 
Implications for Further Research 
Additional research is needed pertaining to language, literacy, and learning in 
early childhood settings serving marginalized students and families (including Southern 




Appalachian working-class communities who use nonacademic language and literacy 
practices, particularly with a focus on how the teachers are making sense of and enacting 
the language and literacy curriculum. While this critical ethnographic case study 
constructed and drew from a breadth and depth of data sources—including individual and 
group interview transcriptions, field notes, and artifacts from within the school and 
community—further research will continue to inform the ways that teacher education, 
early childhood curriculum, and policy can learn from the stories of teachers who live 
and teach in working-class communities where families’ practices do not align with the 
practices dominantly-positioned in school and society at large.  
 Observation of teacher team meetings in particular enabled me to recognize the 
nuanced ways that teachers were individually and collectively navigating and negotiating 
the mandated curriculum in a predominantly-White working-class North Carolina 
mountain community. Being able to sit in on these meetings was one of the most 
important aspects of the study. I learned much about the planning that kindergarten 
teachers need to take up in order to be on the same trajectory and maintain the same goals 
for their classes. I also learned a great deal more about the curricula that these teachers 
were training in and implementing in their classrooms. Furthermore, I learned about the 
information technology that teachers need to navigate in order to document children’s 
learning, development, and interventions. In terms of meeting standards, I learned that 
interventions come early and are often in response to working-class children who use 
nonacademic language and literacy practices. Importantly, I learned how strong of a team 
these kindergarten teachers were, how much they supported one another in teaching and 




public school located in a predominantly-White working-class community. Continuing 
these observations is an important way to locate intersections of needed transformation in 




 This study highlights the stories of only four White female teachers who are 
working in a predominantly-White working-class community in the mountains of North 
Carolina. It is a situated context with situated experiences and should by no means be 
generalized. That being said, these four women’s stories have provided a significant 
glimpse into the ways that White female kindergarten teachers—who teach in a 
predominantly-White working-class North Carolina mountain community—are 
navigating normative ideologies that are deeply imbedded in the language and literacy 
curriculum (within and across their experiences as former students and current teachers). 
The findings are possible because of the vulnerability of these four teachers, who were 
willing to share very personal aspects of their childhood, current lives, and teaching. 
While the complexities of each teacher’s approach to the curriculum are well-captured 
across the data, more time with the participants would enable even deeper exploration of 
experiences, ideologies, and approaches. 
 Along this line, the centering of White teachers in a predominantly-White 
working-class community presents a significant limitation and must lead to deeper 
interrogation—in my own research and other White educators’ subsequent research—as 




and across working-class communities are socially-constructed in deeply racialized ways 
and need to be addressed and analyzed further. Importantly, findings from this study 
cannot and should not be taken as representative of experiences of working-class 
communities, families, and individuals of color. 
 Further, the fact that this study took place in a school that has changed in 
socioeconomic demographics over the past decade or so—where more children in the 
community are going to Pre-K and many of the families are middle-class at this point—
can be a limitation as I am interested in the ways that teachers are relating their early 
experiences to their current teaching practices. However, throughout the study I 
increasingly noted in my researcher journal how this change in socioeconomic 
demographics has been very important for recognizing how hegemonic ideologies are 
more widely influencing predominantly-White working-class communities. In other 
words, if I had conducted this study in a location where the teachers primarily resist using 
dominant American English and/or are consciously aware of how they use features of 
nondominant English dialects in the classroom, I may not have gained access to the 
knowledges in this particular population where neoliberal goals of education feel 
expedited. Moreover, the fact that these teachers grew up in this or a similar 
SES/geographical/racial context—and have partially or mostly dissociated from their 
communities’ language and literacy practices—can illustrate the changes occurring in 
predominantly-White working-class communities and can inform how future research is 
approached in and with these communities. 
In this study, participants had a range of language and literacy practices, as well 




early childhood educators who teach in predominantly-White working-class communities 
in Southern Appalachia are viewed and importantly elucidate the need for small scale and 
in depth studies like this one. That being said, this research has illuminated lines of 
inquiry and can lead to future studies with and within this and more working-class 
communities in the Southern Appalachian region. For instance, I became aware of the 
need to study with teachers across neighboring working-class communities, where 
gentrification is at varying stages and where populations vary racially. Further analyzing 
the larger structural changes—as well as analyzing how the language and literacy 
practices of working-class individuals are positioned—is theoretically feasible when 
looking across communities and interrogating the mandated curriculum further. 
Finally, I found that the field has much to learn from and with teacher assistants 
who, during this study, informally used contrastive analysis, were long-time residents in 
the area, and frequently used features of nondominant English dialects in their 
conversations with students and other staff members. These educators, who engage in 
meaningful interactions with students each day, have powerful insights to offer about the 
mandated and negotiated language and literacy curriculum. I recognize that the design of 
my study has marginalized their practices, and I look ahead to opportunities when I can 




 This dissertation study has explored the ways that four White female public 




mountain community made sense of and enacted the language and literacy curriculum. 
Their experiences, perspectives, and approaches are all valuable as the early childhood 
education field continues to work towards equitable education for working-class 
communities, particularly those whose language and literacy practices do not align with 
practices dominantly-positioned in working-class Southern Appalachian public schools. 
Implications can lead to the development of early childhood education in powerful ways, 







The following poem was written upon waking from another nearly sleepless night, as I 
simultaneously engaged in this study and mourned the deficit labeling and negative 
construction of my nephew’s literate identity. He is a White child who negotiates a 
rigorous literacy curriculum as a speaker of a Southern Appalachian dialect and 
navigates academic content as a student with an identified reading disability. He is 
dissociating from school, resisting to enter the building, refusing to do homework and 
claiming he cannot read. He, too, wants to prove he can do what is expected and follows 
the rules fervently. His need to show that he is competent manifests in migraines, stomach 
pain, and emotional breakdowns. But he revels in telling intricate stories and listening to 
these being told. He is confident in his knowledge as an electrician, contractor, 
navigator, big brother, caregiver, gardener, hunter, cook, athlete, and musician. As a 
teacher and as his aunt, I do not fault his teachers or family for the pain I see him going 
through; I fault a system that too-often keeps us from seeing one another’s full humanity. 
The following poem is complicated, and the words are unchanged from its conception. I 
think to change them would ignore the reality of how I am affected in my many identities 
and roles. And to change them might silence the message I feel compelled to share. 
 
 




The blood from my heart pumps directly through my veins 




If not, I would not know who wrote them.   
But I am certain that the love, the pain, the confusion and wonder I feel 
are filling this page just as soon as my mind 
is transforming the feelings to symbols that will be read. 
I hope you will find, then, dear reader, the urgency I am compelled to write about. 
Do not judge me for my style of delivery, but listen. 
Listen to what aches me, 
As a teacher, 
As an educator of children and adults alike, 
As an aunt of eight beautiful children, 
And as a woman who may never bare children of my own. 
I urge you, please listen to these words 
 
     with your heart 
 
and not just your intellect. 
Every day, a child is called "low" in school. 
And though it is not just one child, 
we should shudder at the knowledge that even one child 
should receive such a label. 
A label that, with such power, will follow them through their early life. 
And perhaps, very likely, into their adulthood. 




that any person taking responsibility for engaging a child in learning 
would so label this child. 
For how do we believe in a child we have low hopes for? 
How do we believe in ourselves as educators 
when we start with poverty, with lack, with destitute? 
I beg each educator to learn from each child, 
to know each child, 
to love each child. 
It baffles me how we can call a person we love... 
 
     "low" 
 
And this goes beyond the label. Certainly. 
Because our words come from our heart and mind, 
and there they return. 
But something else we may not consider enough, 
these words go to the hearts and minds of the dear children 
we want to teach. 
We have to ask ourselves what it is we wish to teach, 
who we wish to teach, 
and how we wish to teach. 
Do we want to expect the least? 




For this is what we are doing when we label this child 
 
     "low" 
 
Or do we wish to know each child, 
who trusts us to care for them and to love them? 
And to reach with them. 
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Methods for Data Collection 
  
Research Question Method(s) Used 
  
Time and Frequency 
of Data Collection 
Purpose of 
Data Collection 
How are four White female  public 
school kindergarten teachers (who 
teach in a predominantly-White 
working-class NC mountain 
community and grew up in this or a 
similar geographical/SES/racial 
context) making sense of and 
enacting the language and literacy 
curriculum? 
 








2. How did the teachers 
experience literacy when 






3. How are the teachers 









4. How are the teachers 
talking to and about 
children in their 
classrooms, in relation to 
the children’s language 





















































Daily in each 
classroom (latter half 
of Aug); Weekly in 








block and after school 
(Sept 1-Dec 31) - 4 
one-on-one 





block and after school 






Daily in each 
classroom (latter half 
of Aug); Weekly in 
each classroom (Sept 
1-Dec 31) 
 




Daily in each 
classroom (latter half 
of Aug); Weekly in 
each  classroom (Sept 
1-Dec 31) 
 































To observe how 
teachers are 








To get a sense of 













5. How are literacy practices 















Daily in each 
classroom (latter half 
of Aug); Weekly in 
each classroom (Sept 
1-Dec 31) 
 
Weekly (Sept 1-Dec 
31) 
 
To get a sense of 
















Timeline for Study 
 
May 14, 2019 Proposal Hearing 
May 14 – May 31, 2019 Revisions and IRB submission *must submit by 
May 31st for Dissertation Grant criteria 
June 2019 Additional needed revisions 
June – July 2019 Participant recruitment 
August – December 2019 Data Collection and Organization 
- Classroom Observations 
- Observations of Teacher Team Meetings 
- Interviews in places of significance 
- Artifact Collection 
 























Informed Consent Form 
Protocol Title: (Re)Storying Horizons: Kindergarten Teachers’ Enactment of the 
Language and Literacy Curriculum in a Working-class North Carolina Mountain 
Community Public School 
 




INTRODUCTION You are invited to participate in this research study called 
“(Re)Storying Horizons: Kindergarten Teachers’ Enactment of the Language and 
Literacy Curriculum in a Working-class North Carolina Mountain Community Public 
School”. You may qualify to take part in this research study because you: teach in a 
different kindergarten classroom within the same public school, in the local community; 
grew up in this or similar geographical/SES context; are willing to talk about how you 
approach the language and literacy curriculum as we engage in interviews in places of 
significance for you (i.e., homes, churches, parks, etc.); are willing to be observed while 
teaching in your classroom; are willing to be observed during teacher team meetings; are 
willing to collect and share artifacts from classrooms and community; and are willing to 
engage in narrative writing and reflection. Three to five kindergarten teachers may take 




WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE? 
The purpose of this study is to better understand how public school kindergarten teachers 
in working-class communities approach the language and literacy curriculum, and what 




WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS 
STUDY?  
If you decide to participate, you will be: 
- Observed during your typical teaching schedule in your classroom. Classroom 
observations will occur daily in August and two to three times per week in 
September 1st through December 31st. I will be taking notes during classroom 
observations. 
- Observed during teacher team meetings once per week during the typical meeting 
schedule, September 1st through December 31st. I will be taking notes during 
teacher team meeting observations. 
- Engaging in bi-monthly interviews around the community (in places of 




Interviews will be audio-recorded. You will be asked to share brief narrative 
writings and reflections on artifacts during these interviews. 
- Asked to share artifacts (photos of classroom curriculum materials, student work 
samples, community literacy resources) and I will collect artifacts as well, as 
permitted. 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING 
PART IN THIS STUDY? 
This is a minimal risk study. You might feel embarrassed to discuss problems that you 
experienced while working in your school. You do not have to answer any questions or 
share anything you do not want to talk about. You can stop participating in the study at 
any time without penalty. You might feel concerned that things you say might get back to 
your employer. Your information will be kept confidential. 
The primary researcher is taking precautions to keep your information confidential and 
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity, such as using a pseudonym 
instead of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and 
locked in a file drawer.  
 
 
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS 
STUDY?   
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. 
 
 
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?  
You will not be paid to participate in this study. 
 
 
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?  
This study will last until December 31st. However, you can leave the study at any time 
even if you have not finished. 
 
 
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY 
The primary researcher will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked 
office. Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored 
on a computer that is password protected. What is on the audio recording will be written 
down and the audio recording will then be destroyed. There will be no record matching 
your real name with your pseudonym.  
For quality assurance, the study team and/or members of the Teachers College 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) may review the data collected from you as part of this 
study. Otherwise, all information obtained from your participation in this study will be 
held strictly confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required 






HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED? 
The results of this study will be published in journals and presented at academic 
conferences. Your identity will be removed from any data you provide before publication 
or use for educational purposes. Your name or any identifying information about you will 





CONSENT FOR AUDIO-RECORDING 
Audio recording is part of this research study. You can choose whether to give 
permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be recorded, you will still 
be able to participate in this research study. 
 











WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY? 
 
___I consent to allow written materials to be viewed at an educational setting or at a 












WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the 
principal investigator, Elizabeth Rollins, at err2148@tc.edu. 
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you should 
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics committee) at 




Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 10027, Box 151. The IRB is 




● I have read the Informed Consent Form and have been offered the opportunity 
to discuss the form with the researcher.  
● I have had ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, 
risks and benefits regarding this research study.  
● I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or 
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.  
● The researcher may withdraw me from the research at their professional 
discretion.  
● If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been 
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue 
my participation, the researcher will provide this information to me.  
● Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent, 
except as specifically required by law.  
● Identifiers may be removed from the data. De-identified data may be used for 
future research studies, or distributed to another researcher for future research 
without additional informed consent from you (the research participant or the 
research participant’s representative). 
● I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent Form document.  
 
 
My signature means that I agree to participate in this study: 
 












Questions to Guide Data Collection 
 
Interviews (audio-recorded, transcribed, and coupled with analytical, 
methodological, and reflective memos): 
 
Interviews Round 1: 
● Can you tell me about your journey into early childhood education? (Prompt: 
Who inspired you, and/or what were some of the factors that led you to this 
field?) 
● Describe your curriculum (classroom setup, materials, routines, strategies 
interactions). 
● How would you describe the language and literacy practices that children come to 
your classroom with? 
 
Interviews Round 2: 
● What does teaching young children mean to you? (consider: significance, 
purpose, how you develop your teaching practice) 
● How do you think about teaching, in terms of building from children’s home 
language and literacy practices? (consider: the roles/approaches that you find 
important) 
● How do you think about the role of curriculum in student learning, in terms of the 
language practices and literate identities that children enter school with? 
(consider: classroom setup, materials, routines, strategies, interactions) 
 
Interviews Round 3: 
● What does it mean to you, for children to “have language” / for children to “be 
literate”? 
○ Embodied interactions (and) Teacher-shared artifact(s) 
○ Narrative writings (juxtaposing childhood memories w/ teaching) 
● Describe some of the most significant aspects of your teacher learning (i.e., 
teacher prep programs, professional development, teaching experiences), in terms 
of how you approach your language and literacy curriculum. 
 
Interviews Round 4: 
● How do your own childhood language and literacy practices influence the ways 
that you think about your students’ language and literacy practices, in and outside 
of school? 
○ Artifacts from home (share collage) 
○ Memoir: “I wonder if my kindergarten teacher knew…” (share for edits) 
 
Interview Round 5 (collective): 
● Describe some of the tensions and possibilities that you see for your school’s 
kindergarten language and literacy curriculum. 





Classroom Observations (proposed questions to guide my field notes and memos): 
● What are the teachers saying to the children? What patterns am I noticing? 
● What are the teachers saying about the children (to one another, to colleagues who 
enter the space, and to other children? 
● What teaching strategies are the teachers using, and how are the children 
responding to these? 
● What materials are the teachers introducing, and how are the children attending 
to/ interacting with these? 
● What assessment materials are the teachers using, and what are these showing 
about student learning? 
● What is the set-up of the classroom, and who is benefiting most/least? How is this 
evidenced? 
 
Observations of Teacher Team Meetings (questions to guide my field notes and 
memos): 
● What are the teachers saying about the children? About the curriculum? About 
their roles? 
● What tensions and possibilities for curriculum are arising? What do they see as 
their responsibilities? 
● How are teachers aligned with the mandated curricular objectives, and how are 
they resisting or disrupting these? 
 
Artifact Collection (questions to guide field notes and memos): 
● What is the context of this artifact? What does it mean to the composer? To the 
viewer, user, or assessor? (considering classroom curriculum materials, work 
samples, and community literacy resources) 
● What does the artifact mean to me? How is my sensemaking similar or different 
from the composer, viewer, user, or assessor of the artifact? 
● In what ways does the artifact (mis)align with mandated curricular objectives? 
With children’s home language and literacy practices? How do I know this? 
● Can you describe this memoir (or narrative writing)? What does this mean to you, 
in terms of how you view language and literacy practices? In terms of how you 
approach the curriculum? 
● Can you describe this interaction? What might you add or change? How do you 
see yourself enacting the curriculum? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
